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TRANSFORMATIVE SUBJECTS: 
AMERICAN CHILDREN’S PERIODICALS, 1855-1905 
 
Through this dissertation, I explore the ways that authors and editors use the form 
of children’s periodicals to discuss questions of childhood independence, the structure of 
the family, and the balance of power between children and adults with regards to literary 
texts. I examine the ways in which adults and children negotiate control over the 
periodicals and over the images of transformation present within those texts. Periodicals 
offer a unique opportunity for interaction between readers and editors. Magazines and 
newspapers encouraged readers to write into the magazine to offer their own insights and 
opinions. Readers of children’s magazines even had opportunities to contribute to the text 
itself. I pay close attention to the development of relationships both within the texts 
themselves as well as between the readers of the texts and the authors and editors creating 
those texts in order to deepen our understanding of these types of texts and the way they 
contribute to the field of children’s literature. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
Transformative Interactions 
 
The cover of the April 1884 issue of a periodical called Babyland features an 
image from a story titled “Weighing Dollie”. The image features a young girl, Marjorie, 
using her mother’s hanging basket to “weigh” her baby doll, the way her mother does 
with her babies. Marjorie begins playing with the doll, trying to figure out how large she 
is, although she does not have a scale to use. Marjorie first becomes so irate that she can’t 
weigh her doll Rosemary that she shakes the doll, yells at her, and locks her in a dark 
closet. She then feels such guilt that she “took her out, and al-most hugged her neck off” 
(34). It is at this point that Marjorie realizes she can repurpose some of her mother’s 
Figure 1: Cover of Babyland, April 1884 
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materials, transforming a basket into a scale for her doll. When she shows her brother, he 
resists the urge to laugh at her game and her lack of understanding of different weights. 
This story weaves together mothering, violence, and transformation into a story that ends 
with Marjorie’s older brother light-heartedly dismissing Marjorie’s silly games. The 
centerpiece of this story is the layers of transformation – of Marjorie into a mother, 
Rosemary the doll into a baby, and a hanging basket into a scale. The larger ideas – 
Marjorie’s ambivalence towards that mothering, her desire for independence, and the 
violent elements of childhood, are woven into those moments of transformation.  
Linked in with all of those themes is one other key element to this story, the 
child’s relationship with adult authority figures. Although the mother never makes a 
physical appearance within the story, her presence is an important element to this tale. 
Marjorie appropriates her mother’s materials, echoing her mother’s actions. The  
relationship between the child and the adult forms the basis for these stories, providing a 
background upon which all these themes were built. Inscribed into these stories are 
relationships between adult writers, publishers, parents, and child readers. Throughout 
these stories, children and adults negotiate for power and control over the stories as well 
as over the transformation of items and of the children themselves.  
I focus on stories written for children’s periodicals and on authors who wrote for a 
periodical audience. I argue that these texts, through the interactions with historical 
children and the depictions of literary children, use transformation as a vehicle to analyze 
the importance and danger of children’s independence amid changing cultural and 
historical arguments. The texts discussed in this dissertation, with one exception, were 
published in magazines and newspapers, Babyland  ¸Merry’s Museum, and the Christian 
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Recorder. I also discuss a short story written by Gertrude Bustill Mossell, a frequent 
contributor to newspapers and magazines. Although this particular text was published 
independently of the periodical venue, it speaks to important themes and images from the 
periodical world. The source of these stories is crucial in understanding the way that the 
stories function and in understanding the relationships between readers and writers. The 
source also means that they have been largely overlooked in the study of children’s 
literature. Periodical studies and children’s literature have generally remained separate, 
discrete fields of study. I enter into the conversations on both children’s literature and 
periodical literature, bringing them together through my analysis of magazines and 
newspapers written with a child readership in mind.  
Much of the research on periodicals, and children’s periodicals in particular, 
comes from a historical perspective, providing information on the background of the 
magazines and the role that those periodicals played in fields such as economics or 
education. Occasionally, short discussions of children’s periodicals will appear in 
biographies of the more well-known authors who contributed to those magazines (such as 
Nathaniel Hawthorne and Louisa May Alcott). And yet, even in those places, there is 
little analysis of the content of the stories. Rather, the focus remains on the way that this 
writing fits into a broader timeline of the authors’ work. Although we see discussion of 
children’s periodicals as a contextual point, by contrast, significantly less work has been 
done on the texts themselves and their content. And within the field of children’s 
literature, much of the research is performed on novels, while periodicals remain largely 
ignored, although they are beginning to move towards the spotlight. 
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There are several scholars who have worked on linking these two fields of 
research. The work that has come before me has both informed my understanding of the 
context for these periodicals as well as the significance and structure of the periodicals 
themselves. This work has also helped to create a space for my own scholarship. Some 
recent work on periodicals has included Nazera Sadiq Wright’s book Black Girlhood in 
the Nineteenth Century, where she argues that writers used girlhood as a way of depicting 
racial injustice and inequality not only in novels, but also through print culture and 
periodicals that feature stories for and about girlhood from the early nineteenth century 
into the start of the twentieth. In addition, Chanta Haywood has written on the Christian 
Recorder and its role as a source of literature for black children. In 2012, American 
Periodicals published an issue dedicated to concerns regarding children’s periodicals, 
which included an introduction by Courtney Weikle-Mills where she emphasized the 
active role that children have always played in the production of periodicals, beginning 
with the fact that it was often young apprentices who laid the type for those periodicals 
(117). Several articles in the issue also drew attention to periodicals written, in part or in 
whole, by children themselves, including Jessica Isaac’s “Youthful Enterprises: Amateur 
Newspapers and the Pre-History of Adolescence, 1867-1883”, which focused on 
teenagers writing and printing their own newspapers to circulate amongst other teenagers, 
and Henrietta Rix Wood’s “Transforming Student Periodicals into Persuasive Podiums: 
African American Girls at Lincoln High School, 1915-1930”, which discussed the 
importance of school-sponsored newspapers as a place to address complex social issues. I 
join in conversation with scholars such as these in bringing together periodical studies 
and children’s literature to study the content of the stories as well as their context.  
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Through this dissertation, I explore the ways that authors and editors use the 
periodical form to discuss questions of childhood independence, the structure of the 
family, and the balance of power between children and adults with regards to literary 
texts. I examine the ways in which adults and children negotiate control over the 
periodicals and over the images of transformation. I pay close attention to the 
development of relationships both within the texts themselves as well as between readers 
and the authors and editors creating those texts. Periodicals offer a unique opportunity for 
interaction between readers and editors. In this dissertation, I pay close attention to that 
interaction and identify the ways that it both creates and challenges the messages of the 
stories in these periodicals.  
I should take a moment to discuss what it is that I mean by the term “childhood”. 
Many scholars have sought to define childhood. I find that a chronological understanding 
of childhood is not as useful as examining it in a more metaphorical sense. As Anna Mae 
Duane argues, “metaphors based on the child – a malleable figure whose historical 
meanings changed in tandem with the circumstances of actual children – appeared at the 
heart of many cultural conflicts and the realities that emerged from those conflicts” 
(Duane 4). Childhood is a liminal position that seems to place an individual in a position 
of dependence. And yet, within that position, there is potential to push back against those 
placed in positions of authority.  
I will look at childhood in two different ways. The first is what I will call the 
historical child. By this, I mean the actual child readers interacting with the magazines. 
These children read stories, wrote to editors, solved puzzles, and changed the form of the 
text in numerous ways. I will also look at the literary child. This is the child who exists 
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within the text of the stories. These children cannot be seen as a direct reflection of the 
behavior of historical children. Rather, they are useful in examining the way that authors 
use childhood as a metaphor. Both of these depictions of children are present in the 
periodicals under discussion. A full analysis of these texts requires a consideration of 
both historical and literary children and the purposes that each serves within the body of 
the text as well as the relationship between the two depictions of childhood.  
Magazines and newspapers encouraged readers to write into the magazine to offer 
their own insights and opinions. Readers of children’s magazines even had opportunities 
to contribute to the text itself. Paul Ringel discusses the common practice of magazines 
involving children by encouraging them to bring in new subscribers in order to earn 
prizes (78), but there were also magazines that welcome submissions from child readers. 
Notably, Merry’s Museum published puzzles written by subscribers to the magazine, 
frequently children. Through these puzzles and the correspondence sections of 
magazines, children were able to insert their own opinions into the text and establish a 
level of parity with the adult writers and editors. Because of this system of interaction, 
periodicals can offer insight into childhood that other forms of literature cannot.  
In addition to bringing together periodical studies and children’s literature studies, 
I draw from several other fields, including animal studies and folklore. Crucially, I also 
examine the role that race plays in understanding these stories. The Christian Recorder 
began publication in the 19th century and was intended for a black audience. The ascribed 
race of the writers, readers, and characters is a crucial part of the context of these stories. 
Although Merry’s Museum and Babyland do not identify a particular race as the audience 
for their stories, the images of children included within the pages, frequently focused on 
 7 
 
blonde hair and blue eyes, both in the illustrations and in the textual description of child 
characters, would seem to point to a white audience as their assumed readership.  
The stories in these different periodicals, when read alongside one another, speak 
to important and striking differences in the ways that authors wrote about black and white 
children, especially when it comes to depictions of girlhood. And yet, this is a divide that 
is not immediately apparent. Robin Bernstein finds that “the idea of childhood innocence 
and the bodies of living children have historically mystified racial ideology by hiding it in 
plain sight” (Bernstein 18). The assumption of children’s naivety and inherent goodness 
as well as the tendency to overlook their potential for more subversive activity served to 
hide the divide between black and white childhood within children’s literature. For 
example, in Stolen Childhood, Wilma King describes the play that black and white 
children engaged in during the antebellum era, showing that the children enacted play 
similar to scenes of violence that they frequently witnessed. In addition, she discusses the 
fact that many black children altered the rules of games, preventing any player from 
being “out”, thus engaging with a real life anxiety around separation. 
Although similar themes were found in periodicals aimed towards white and 
black audiences, the stories did, at times, differ in important ways. I draw attention to the 
places where stories featuring black and white characters diverge while remaining 
focused on similar imagery and themes. Transformation within the stories allows all 
children to become other types of beings, but by using elements such as distancing child 
characters from the violence or depicting adult authority figures coopting girls’ images, 
authors reflect particular concerns and contexts relevant to their audience, claiming 
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childhood and innocence for black children at a time when that childhood was often 
denied to them in literature.  
Underlying many of these stories is a pedagogical purpose, aimed towards both 
child readers and the adults reading alongside those children. The history of 19th century 
education helps to inform my understanding of these stories and their function. The rise 
of the Kindergarten movement in the United States, the emphasis on family literature, 
and the philosophies focused on child-centered learning informs my understanding of 
Babyland, the Christian Recorder, and Merry’s Museum. These new educational 
philosophies came about at a time when literature was becoming much more widely 
available. Authors and readers of this time period witnessed the rise of public institutions 
such as lending libraries. Through this, they also witnessed the growth of literacy for 
people who might not otherwise have had such access to reading materials1. This growth 
in literacy and the broader reach of texts also appears in the rise of periodicals throughout 
the time period. These newspapers and magazines, available through subscription and 
thus accessible for readers in remote areas, had a much wider readership than many 
books did. With their steady stream of publication, we can also see rapid changes in 
cultural and political events as well as the development of new ideologies on childhood.  
There was an understanding that adults would often be reading the magazines and 
newspapers alongside child readers. Ringel noted this in his study of Youth’s Companion, 
noting that there were stories included in the magazine that appealed more to mothers 
than to the children whom the magazine was technically intended for (89). By paying 
 
1 In The Victorian Homefront, Louise L. Stevenson describes the cultural significance of the rise 
of many different public institutions, including libraries, museums, parks, and common schools. 
She finds that this development led to a cultural view of education as a communal responsibility 
and product.  
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attention to a magazine intended for preliterate children, Babyland, as well as a 
newspaper featuring stories more accurately called “family literature”, I am also able to 
highlight the importance of adult readers who would be engaging with and learning from 
the stories included in the magazines. The education of adults through children’s stories 
adds another layer of complexity to the stories’ significance.  
The interactivity between the child readers, the editors or authors, and the 
physical text itself seem to respond to changes in societal perspectives on education and 
schooling. This interactivity, linked with children’s transformative potential, is a central 
component of the messages contained within these texts and is an element of periodical 
research that has not been fully explored. Karen Sànchez-Eppler argues that the child’s 
interaction with artifacts is crucial in our analysis of those artifacts2. And yet, this is still 
a point of scholarship that deserves further exploration. This dissertation discusses 
concrete examples of the ways that children impact their own literature, through 
correspondence with editors and the creation of their own texts. Exploring the direct 
alterations that children make to the texts, in combination with an analysis of the texts 
themselves, provides a deeper understanding of the function of periodicals within 19th 
and early 20th century society.  
The authors writing for these newspapers and magazines also present children as 
capable of enacting transformation on themselves, developing and challenging their 
relationships with each other and with the adults in their lives. Children and adults 
negotiate power over themselves and over the text. These are relationships created not out 
of malice but rather a mutual desire to balance authority and dependence. They are also 
 
2 From “In the Archives of Childhood” in The Children’s Table 
 10 
 
developed with an understanding of the liminality of childhood and the fact that those 
children will eventually become the adults who must then renegotiate power with the 
children to come afterwards. Through its liminality, childhood is inherently a 
transformational space and the imagery of transformation from one being into another 
highlights the importance of that childhood potential.  
 
Chapters 
The three chapters of the dissertation will serve as case studies for different forms 
of transformation, moving from children performing transformation within the pages of 
the periodicals to literary children performing transformations upon themselves, and 
finally to adults transforming the literary children. Throughout all three chapters, I focus 
on interactivity and relationship-building between children and the adults with whom 
they interact through the pages of magazines and newspapers. Images of transformation, 
and the childhood malleability that accompanies those images, are crucial in exploring 
shifting bids for authority and control over the child’s body and the text of the periodical.  
Children’s periodicals frequently invited children to engage with the magazine 
itself, although under the auspices of adults: parents, teachers, authors, and publishers. In 
chapter one, I explore the ways in which children worked against this structure, finding 
places to engage with Merry’s Museum and Babyland on their own terms, challenging the 
expected hierarchy and behaviors ascribed to child readers. This engagement can be seen 
through the ways they act out transformation upon the pages of the texts. Merry’s 
Museum offers children a puzzles section where they can interact with the text itself as 
well as the editor and other readers by submitting puzzles for publication and their 
 11 
 
responses to those puzzles already published. The correspondence and puzzle responses 
reveal back-and-forth communication between child readers and editors. This direct 
engagement with the magazine offers a unique opportunity to examine the behavior of 
child readers and explore the power negotiations occurring through the periodical format. 
Babyland also incorporates a number of interactive pieces, from coloring pages and 
drawing guides to instructions on how to create toys from unconventional items. The 
child readers of both periodicals found ways to contribute to the magazines directly, 
affecting the function of the magazines while adhering to the forms that they had come to 
know. 
 Authors also enact transformation on the images of the literary children in their 
stories. Interestingly, many of these authors write stories where it is the child who 
changes themselves, opening up a space where the child has authority over their own 
representation. Although transformation in a metaphorical sense is a common element of 
stories, these stories feature literary children who change from one kind of being into 
another – from human to animal or to mythical creature. In chapter two, I look at how 
children’s transformation into various animals reveals anxieties over family separation 
and changing family structures. Authors frequently use images of predatory animals and 
hints of violence to explore these concepts. And yet, these stories, despite containing 
similar imagery and themes, could play out quite differently from one another. We must 
explore these ideas through a recognition of the ways in which race affects the depiction 
of children and childhood. This is particularly important in the ways in which predatory 
animals are represented and in the distance between the child subjects and the violence of 
those animals.  
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 Not all periodical writers stayed completely within the periodical genre. Rather, 
these authors could branch out if doing so would serve a significant purpose. Gertrude 
Bustill Mossell’s short story “Little Dansie’s One Day at Sabbath School” is the subject 
of the third chapter. This story, written as a short text intended to be read by Sunday 
school children, draws attention to institutions such as education, religion, and, most 
importantly, medicine, and to the challenges facing black girls who must navigate those 
institutions. Mossell explores this through the transformation of Dansie’s body from a 
state of death to a state of enchanted sleep. Crucially, it is Dansie’s teacher Ellsworth 
who plays the key role in transforming Dansie. Although this story is targeted at children, 
Mossell constructs her text in such a way that the message speaks to adult readers as well 
as the child readers that the story seems intended for. She presents an image of a child 
who is not allowed control over her own body and her own representation while still 
creating a space where Dansie’s voice can be heard. This story represents a move from 
children’s interaction with the physical text to an examination of the way that these 
stories speak to and instruct an adult readership as well as a child one.  
 This dissertation moves through various elements of children’s relationships with 
adults – from the power negotiations between child readers and editors to literary 
children extracting themselves from adult authority and enacting transformation upon 
themselves, to the literary child’s image being coopted by adult authority figures, 
highlighting the danger to children in these relationships and power negotiations. This 
exploration occurs through the imagery of transformation and the question of the degree 
to which children can transform themselves and the world around them. Even those 
stories which ascribe most of the control to adults still offer small spaces for children to 
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gain a measure of control over their lives and over the process of transformation. These 
texts instruct both children and adults on how to navigate changing power dynamics and 
relationships between reader and editor or between child and adult.  
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Chapter Two 
Negotiating Control in Children’s Print Culture 
 
In April of 1868 a child identified only as “F.L.” wrote in to a magazine titled 
Merry’s Museum that “the Chat was the best part of the Museum to me… You have 
improved the book much, and I could but be fully satisfied; only, we have no Chat” 
(168). This letter appeared in the correspondence portion of a column referred to as 
“Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. Although the writer responsible for working on this 
particular column responded to many children’s letters in this section, they rarely 
published the children’s letters directly. This is one of the few which appears in its 
entirety. In their letter, the child writer establishes their desire for a way to communicate 
not only with the writers and editors at the magazine, but also with the other children 
reading the texts.  
This letter hints at a larger desire amongst the readership to play a more active 
role in their own literature and to have input on the magazine itself. The child refers to a 
section which used to exist, where children’s letters were published directly for other 
children to read and potentially respond to. By referencing this previous column from the 
very same magazine, the child expressed a desire to work within the set structure of the 
magazine while contributing to it and adding their own thoughts and interpretations to 
those of the adults writing the magazine.  
A letter such as F.L.’s serves as a challenge to much of the scholarship on 
children’s literature and the role of the child in the creation of that literature. Frequently, 
children’s literature scholarship focuses on the actions of the adults writing texts for 
children, at times even relegating the child readers to the role of passive recipient of that 
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literature rather than as active participants in its creation. According to this view, adults, 
both authors and parents, hold the vast majority, if not the entirety, of the authority over 
the way in which children’s texts were written and received.  
This is not to impugn the work of these scholars but rather to bring the direct role 
of the child into the conversation. Jacqueline Rose is one key scholars referenced in 
critiques of this adult-centered view of children’s literature. In her work, Rose discusses a 
number of paradoxes surrounding childhood and focuses attention on the way that the 
child is constructed within the text. However, she does not focus as heavily on the active 
role that the historical child plays in the literary marketplace. Rose is not alone in this 
emphasis. In both his book The Hidden Adult: Defining Children’s Literature and his 
follow-up article “The Hidden Child in The Hidden Adult”, Perry Nodelman argues that 
social forces designed and reinforced largely by adults play a significant role in 
minimizing children’s agency. Although he does not argue that children lack any 
independence, he does warn against viewing children’s critical thinking and independent 
actions too distinctly from the lens of adult guidance.  
For other scholarship which emphasizes the role of adults, Courtney Weikle-
Mills’ Imaginary Citizens, as an example, emphasizes the way in which many authors use 
the image of the child, too young to participate in political activity themselves, as a 
rhetorical device in conversations about authority and national identity. The children 
themselves are discussed largely through the perceptions that adults have of them. Within 
the realm of periodical research, Paul Ringel’s Commercializing Childhood focuses on 
the authors’ and editors’ construction of periodicals and their understanding of childhood 
and although he touches upon children’s activities, he largely glosses over their role in 
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developing or altering those activities. Although these texts and others have a great deal 
to teach about children’s literature and 19th century childhood, they adhere to a view of 
children’s literature that focuses on the actions and intentions of adults rather than on the 
active participation of children in the creation of their own literature. 
In contrast to this view, other scholars in recent years have begun drawing 
attention towards the role of children in developing and altering their own literature. This 
has come in several forms, including discussions of children writing for themselves, 
whether by creating their own texts or by changing the texts given to them3. Robin 
Bernstein and Marah Gubar have particularly advocated for a new way of looking at 
children’s literature. Bernstein argues that we cannot examine children’s literature 
without a focus on children’s play and material culture as part of the origin of the genre 
itself, thereby identifying the intersection of literature and the lived experiences of 
children themselves and opening up a wide range of possibilities for the field of 
children’s literature.  
Gubar has presented a term for this new view of the engagement between adults 
and children in the development of children’s literature, calling it “kinship theory”. She 
argues for a view of children’s literature that takes into account not only adult intentions 
and expectations but also the actions of the children reading the texts and the ways in 
which adults and children negotiate for control over the literature. Children’s literature 
must be read through the lens of a relationship between adults and children, rather than as 
 
3 In her chapter for The Children’s Table, Karen Sánchez-Eppler discusses children’s marginalia 
and that importance of examining that marginalia for the role of the child within children’s 
literature. As an example of children creating texts on their own, at the end of James Marten’s 
Lessons of War, he includes a portion focused on the magazines that children themselves created 
to share their own thoughts on the war and their lives during the antebellum and postbellum 
period.  
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texts which are passed unilaterally from adults to children. This chapter joins in this new 
conversation about the role of children in creating the literature that they read, viewing 
them as active rather than passive recipients and focusing on the interaction between 
children and adults within the world of children’s periodicals. By examining the 
intertwined concepts of transformation, boundaries, and child authority, we can come to a 
greater understanding of the relationship between children and adults and the role that 
children played in the creation and function of children’s literature. 
Periodicals can provide a great deal of insight both into that relationship between 
adults and children and into the lived experiences of historical children, making them an 
ideal tool for examining the child’s role in constructing and re-imagining the text. During 
the latter half of the 19th century, periodicals were a key source of children’s literature, 
and helped to disseminate views towards education, reading habits, and childhood itself4. 
Many reasons have been offered for the significance of these periodicals and their rapidly 
increasing number, including improvements in printing technology and literacy rates and 
an increased ability transport the periodicals throughout the country (Stoneley 37).  
Through the proliferating number of varied periodicals, we can also see the 
segmentation of children’s literature and childhood more generally both in terms of genre 
and age distinction. As stated in A History of American Magazines, the latter half of the 
 
4 A History of American Magazines outlines the rapid proliferation of periodicals, especially 
educational magazines, in the 19th century. This time period also saw an increasing number of 
specialized children’s magazines, targeted at certain age groups. In terms of juvenile periodicals, 
they identify 1867 as a particularly significant year when a great number of periodicals began 
publication. As explained in this text, the postbellum era saw a rapid proliferation of children’s 
magazines alongside a shift in focus and tone of those magazines as they moved away from the 
earlier didactic tone and began to align more directly with children’s interests and entertainment 
value. Similarly, in Consumerism and American Girls’ Literature, Peter Stoneley explores the 
increasing number of juvenile periodicals, finding that in the period from 1865 to 1885, the 
number of titles available for children increased from 700 to 3300 (37).  
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nineteenth century saw a large number of magazines beginning to specific particular age 
groups of readers. This shift happened alongside, although not necessarily connected 
with, the rise of the kindergarten movement and the increasing shift from one-room 
schoolhouses to graded classrooms5. Within the realm of children’s literature, magazine 
editors began to differentiate various individual magazines for particular age ranges and 
to create magazines which addressed younger populations than had previously received 
attention.  
This differentiation can be seen within single publishers such as Lothrop, the 
publisher of Babyland. They produced a number of magazines, which seemed to be 
intended for a variety of age ranges. The youngest of these age ranges was the audience 
for Babyland. They also published Our Little Men and Women, which was presented as 
“a gem of beauty and a mine of enjoyment for the little ones” (7). Finally, there was Wide 
Awake, described as “a magazine for young people and the family” (7). Although the 
descriptors use similar words, movement can be seen from “babies” to “little ones” to 
“young people and the family”. With these different periodicals, Lothrop created a series 
of magazines which would grow with the readers, maintaining them as customers 
throughout their lives, while still targeting each individual magazine towards a particular 
age group.  
The increasingly young age of potential magazine readerships was echoed in the 
educational policies that were on the rise during the latter half of the 19th century. As will 
 
5 In his text Democracy’s Schools, Johann N. Neem explores the question of graded schools. In 
the 19th century, the idea of separating children by age groups became much more widely 
prevalent, shifting schools away from the one-room schoolhouse to the year-group classes that we 
know today. At the same time, scholars such as Sarah Wadsworth focused on the diversification 
of literature and the segmentation especially of children’s literature into various genres.  
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be discussed in greater detail later, the kindergarten movement became embedded in the 
educational philosophy of the United States. Through these programs, younger children 
were introduced to school for the first time. These programs also brought with them an 
emphasis on the use of everyday objects as tools for learning. In addition, many 
transcendentalist thinkers, including Amos Bronson Alcott, focused on student centered 
learning and children’s education through their ability to discover answers for 
themselves, overarching views of children’s dependence were questioned. Although 
adults still expected children to operate within set boundaries and to only practice 
specific forms of independence, these new philosophies opened space for children’s 
creativity. Similarly, the children’s periodicals of the time embraced concepts of 
transformation and creation, through which the child readers were able to expand their 
borders and develop new opportunities for themselves to engage with the text and to 
create something new out of the material they were given.  
Two periodicals in particular, Merry’s Museum and Babyland, embraced the 
concepts of transformation and children’s ability to create. These periodicals, on the 
surface, have little in common. Merry’s Museum reached a more traditional, school-aged 
child audience and combined longer stories with lessons on geography and puzzles for 
children to solve. Babyland was written for pre-literate children with very short stories 
and activities that leaned more towards the visual than the linguistic or textual, allowing 
for parents to read to children and the children to be then engaged by the images. And 
yet, despite the differences in readership, these two magazines took up similar questions 
and concerns. Particularly, they took up the question of children’s control over their own 
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play and their own literature, channeling these conversations through images of 
transformation which emphasized the historical child’s interaction with the text.  
The inclusion of these themes opens up a space for children to enter the 
conversation on their own authority over the text. These magazines reflected the rapid 
changes occurring in the population at large while grappling with the growing interest in 
children’s own role in those changes. As will be shown throughout this chapter, 
children’s periodicals have the potential to complicate our notion of authority within 
children’s literature. Rather than view children as passive recipients of texts created by 
adults, we must examine the active and direct role that children maintained in crafting 
their own texts through their relationships with the adult writers and editors who worked 
on the articles and stories, particularly those works which invoke the potential for 
transformation. Although recent work has been done on children’s literature, periodicals, 
and children’s more active role in the creation and interpretation of their own literature, 
the realm of puzzles and games has, by contrast, received little attention. By expanding 
the conversation to include these types of texts, I will also offer a new way of looking at 
the interactions between adults and children, moving away from an adversarial and 
conflict-driven model to a model which focuses on the negotiation and cooperation 
happening between the two parties.  
 This negotiation frequently happens amid imagery of transformation. Depictions 
of transformation occur in a variety of forms throughout children’s literature. In the realm 
of fairy tales, children frequently confront shapeshifters or fairy godmothers with the 
power to change one item into another completely different item or creature. Although 
this is the prototypical mode of transformation in literature, it is not the only one which 
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appears within 19th century children’s stories. In periodicals where realistic fiction is 
more common, the concept of transformation is frequently translated into a form which 
works within those bounds. In these tales, writers focus on an alteration of the function of 
objects while the underlying physical form remains much the same. Although this could 
be read as simply a pared down version of the transformations found in more fantastical 
stories, I argue that these authors are doing something very different and interesting with 
a transformation of function without the simultaneous transformation in form. By moving 
transformation into the realm of interpretation and reconstruction of function, these 
authors open up a space to address and analyze the negotiation of power and control 
between children and adults. 
 The distinction between form and function is crucial to an understanding of the 
negotiation between children and adults for authority and control over the text. This 
distinction appears not only in the representation of transformation within the text as 
performed by literary children, but also in the way in which the historical child interacts 
with the physical text itself. These children begin working on the text from a place of 
boundaries, with guidelines and approved practices set down from the adults who write 
the pieces. And yet, the children do not simply and passively allow these boundaries to 
limit their work and creativity. Rather, the children attempt to both work within the 
boundaries and stretch those boundaries to their edges, thus reimagining and transforming 
the material that they have been given. 
 In Babyland, the magazine presented spaces for children to interact directly with 
the text through such inclusions as coloring pages and images which the children could 
copy onto slates. And yet, by using these methods, the children were able to move outside 
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of the boundaries placed by the text and the adults who write them. In Merry’s Museum, 
children took the puzzle form and stretched it to its limit, reimagining what it could look 
like, offering their own take and, at times, attempting to incorporate elements not already 
present. These children used the boundaries or the form of the periodical but re-worked it 
and found spaces to re-interpret what had been given to them. By doing so, they were 
able to practice their own transformative power and to assert their own claim to the 
authority held largely by adults. They challenged the function of the text as a way of 
negotiating control with the adults who seemed to have the overwhelming majority of 
control over the periodical and its writing. Although the children could not write the 
pieces themselves or decide what was printed, they could work within the form, re-
working and transforming the text into one which served their own purposes. Through 
their interaction with both Babyland and Merry’s Museum, we can see the way in which 
children experimented with their own reading materials and worked to establish their role 
in the authorial realm alongside the adults who would at first glance seem to retain the 
vast majority of the power.  
 At this point, I must take a moment to establish the way in which I am using the 
word child. In this chapter I will discuss the historical child reading the text rather than 
the literary child within the text. Although many of the pieces under discussion do feature 
images of children within the text, those images are only a part of understanding the way 
in which childhood functions in periodicals of the time. In order to fully understand the 
magazines, we must examine them through the view of the nineteenth-century children 
who subscribed to and read the magazine.  These periodicals were frequently designed as 
interactive pieces with which child readers could and should directly engage. Because 
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many children’s periodicals included games and contests for children, we must analyze 
the relationship between the historical child and the materiality of these magazines and 
newspapers. Often, these interactions happened in a way which the publishers may not 
have expected. Children frequently broke from adults’ expectations and found their own 
ways to use elements of the magazines as a form of play and discovery, challenging the 
assumed function of the text.   
 The more well-known of the two magazines, Samuel Griswold Goodrich’s 
Merry’s Museum, was a long-running, popular magazine for children, published from 
1841 until 1872. Goodrich was a very well-known figure within the world of 19th century 
children’s literature. He was best known for his geography stories which he wrote under 
the pseudonym of Peter Parley, a fictional elderly man who shared stories of his travels 
with neighborhood children. Through the guise of Parley, Goodrich taught children about 
various cultures around the world. Additionally, Goodrich wrote a number of popular 
textbooks for children, often featuring that same Parley. One of the best known was Peter 
Parley’s Universal Geography, to which Nathaniel Hawthorne was a significant 
contributor. Aside from these popular works, Goodrich was also heavily involved in the 
writing and publication of children’s periodical literature. He found a great deal of 
success by enlisting the writing skills of many well-known authors such as Louisa May 
Alcott and Nathaniel Hawthorne. In addition to the high-quality stories published within 
the magazine, it was also popular for its extensive use of illustration and the inclusion of 
interactive portions of the magazine, where children could correspond with writers and 
solve puzzles. 
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 Although Goodrich was known as the founder of the magazine, he was not 
necessarily heavily involved in its editorship through most of its tenure. Throughout the 
course of the periodical’s publication, Goodrich handed off control of the editorship to 
various other writers, typically enlisting highly influential or well-respected writers to 
add a layer of authority and prestige to the magazine. In the fall of 1867, Horace B. Fuller 
purchased Merry’s Museum and invited Louisa May Alcott to become the editor, a task 
which she accepted and began at once. She worked as the editor from the fall of 1867 
until 18706.  
Although she took on this role, the position was not always a welcome task. Sarah 
Wadsworth explored Alcott’s complicated relationship to the magazine in her book In the 
Company of Books, finding that the work load frequently overwhelmed Alcott and left 
her little time for her own independent work, thus leaving her with very conflicted 
feelings on the magazine itself. When reading Alcott’s diary, it becomes apparent that she 
felt mislead by Fuller’s expectations for her in regards to her editorship of the magazine. 
In early January 1868, she wrote “F. pays me $500 a year for my name and some 
editorial work on Merry’s Museum…” (Cheney 135), but by the 18th of that same month, 
she amends her earlier impression, stating that “F. seems to expect me to write the whole 
magazine, which I did not bargain for” (Cheney 137). This conflicted attitude and her 
concerns over the significant time requirements continued for the rest of her time as the 
editor of Merry’s Museum.  And yet, under her editorship the magazine received 
 
6 Madeleine B. Stern wrote an overview of Alcott’s involvement in the periodical world, detailing 
the various magazines and newspapers which published her work as well as the active role that 
Alcott took in Merry’s Museum. This article, entitled “Louisa M. Alcott in Periodicals” offers 
extensive insight into the significance of her work with the magazine, pointing to the pieces 
which hinted at or became part of Little Women as well as her unique engagement with readers 
through the section titled “Merry’s Monthly Chat with His Friends”. 
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extensive amounts of correspondence from children and published a large number of 
responses. By examining this correspondence, even if only on the side of the adult 
writers, we can explore the relationship not only between the child and the magazine but 
between the child and the adult editor.  
 Due to its content, the level of its language, and the correspondence included, 
Merry’s Museum seems to have been intended for school age children who could read the 
magazine and put together both puzzles and their solutions independently. In contrast, 
Babyland, published by Lothrop and Co., was intended for preliterate children and was 
designed to be read to those children by their parents. The magazine stands apart from the 
majority of other children’s magazines on the market due in part to its target audience.  
Babyland is described in advertisements as “for boys and girls not old enough to 
read ‘Wide Awake’” and as “the only magazine in the world expressly for babies” 
(Lothrop 114). The “babies” who made up the audience of this magazine required the 
assistance of their parents in order to access the stories within the magazine even if they 
could read a few simple words. Advertisements continually reference the simplicity of 
the words so that a child could begin learning to read alongside references to the joy of 
parent-child interactions. This magazine offers a great deal of insight into the interactions 
and relationships between adults and children. By examining both of these periodicals in 
juxtaposition we can gain insight into the development of these relationships and the 
ways in which those relationships influenced a child’s access to a transformative ability.  
 We must take a complex view of children and adult’s access to power and 
authority over the text itself. By incorporating a study of material culture into her 
analysis, Bernstein argues that, in contrast to the view of children’s literature as produced 
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by adults and simply passed on to children, “children’s play is simultaneously compliant 
and unruly…it is creative, symptomatic, anarchic, ritualistic, reiterative, and most of all, 
culturally productive” (Bernstein 460). Through an analysis of children’s play and the 
way in which they engage with the materiality of the text, a new picture of children’s 
authority over their own literature emerges. This becomes particularly clear as we look at 
children’s periodicals, which frequently include pieces for children’s play.  
 
 
Babyland and the Parental Voice 
Throughout its publication history, Babyland was a constantly changing 
magazine. The editors included several series of texts which would last a year and 
focused on subjects such as drawing, coloring, and singing. As represented in the subject 
matter of these series, many of the texts published in Babyland were not narrative stories. 
These non-narrative pieces included tutorials on creating toys out of various household 
items or pages designed for children to color or copy onto slates. In this way, the 
magazine was designed as an interactive material object for children to play with, 
although the children were expected to act within set guidelines established within the 
pages of the magazine itself.  
 Among the various non-narrative pieces is a series of drawing lessons created by 
an author identified only as “Boz”. These lessons take generally the same form and 
incorporate elements of transformation, establishing both the boundaries of 
transformation and engaging children in practicing the transformation of function while 
remaining within the boundaries of form. I will focus here on two lessons in particular, 
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one from 1895 instructing a child on drawing a cat (see fig. 2) and one from 1896 which 
results in a parrot (see fig. 3). In both issues, the first step is to use two different sized 
coins to draw the circles which form the basis of the image. In this sense, the coins 
themselves are transformed into stencils. Their shape, size, and structure remain 
unchanged. The size, in particular, becomes a key feature in the coin’s secondary 
function. By using coins to copy these drawings and engage with the text, the child 
learned to transform objects in their everyday lives into playthings which allowed them to 
interact with the text itself. 
 The child is instructed to use those coins to draw circles which become the body 
and the head of the animal. Although elements are added onto these base circles to make 
Figure 2: “Drawing Lesson” featuring a 
cat 
Fig. 3: “Drawing Lesson” featuring a 
parrot 
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the different creatures, the circles are always highly visible, even in the final drawing. 
Both the cat and the parrot begin from a set of circles which are the same size. Both 
drawings utilize a quarter and a nickel for the body and head respectively. These two 
circles, although oriented differently, form the underlying structure for both animals. The 
second row in the set of instructions demonstrates a remarkable jump to the finished 
product where the child is simply instructed to add on all of the remaining body parts in 
order to create the final animal drawing.  
Until those very last steps, there is little difference in the two drawings. The end 
result of this activity is not as important as the process by which it was derived. The final 
drawing is more a matter of reinterpretation of the same basic structure, allowing for the 
child, through the guidance of the parent, to engage in a form of transformation which is, 
at its core, a process of reinterpretation and re-envisioning a stable form. By nature of the 
consistent process from lesson to lesson, editors invoke an implicit understanding that 
this structure could be used to create any number of animals, allowing the child and  
parent to theoretically move outside the pages of the magazine and to reinvent the shapes 
for themselves in whatever way they please. The child is also potentially able to move 
outside the guidelines set forth in the text. They could, by substituting items other than 
coins, use this same principle to enact other forms of transformation with different 
shapes.  
By bringing coins directly into the realm of children’s play, the editors of the 
magazine reinforce the link created between children’s texts and the marketplace while 
also encouraging the idea of a child as a future consumer. Economics and financial 
concerns were a part of the conversation on children’s magazines. Many writers 
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envisioned children’s literature, and particularly children’s periodicals, as a source of 
financial success, although that did not necessarily pan out7. Advertisers began to 
recognize the potential of children’s literature and by the end of the 19th century, 
magazines looked to advertisers for their main source of funding whereas they had 
previously focused on subscriptions8. Over the period under discussion here, that shift 
was actively underway.  
Over time, advertisements began to take up more and more space within the 
periodicals and to become more well-incorporated into the formatting of the magazines as 
children’s literature became more entwined with the marketplace. This shift brought with 
it an engagement with children as potential consumers and a recognition that children 
have a role to play in the marketplace at some level, even if they may not be seen as 
active shoppers in the present moment. As Ellen Gruber Garvey explained in The Adman 
in the Parlor, advertisers frequently created ads that also operated as collector’s items or 
ran contests for children to partake in. They encouraged these games by offering prizes 
and often encouraged children to sell subscriptions to their friends and other children they 
knew, thus bringing children into the periodical economy in a much more literal way. 
Babyland included such contests and special programs, including one which offered a 
lower price per magazine for children who were able to sell subscriptions to others 
 
7 As just one example, although he wrote outside of this time frame, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 
experiences with writing children’s texts highlight both these financial expectations and the 
frequent failure to meet those expectations. As discussed in both Moral Enterprise by Derek 
Pachego and In the Company of Books by Sarah Wadsworth, Hawthorne attempted to break into 
the children’s marketplace, writing both independent texts and pieces for various periodicals, 
including Merry’s Museum. Unfortunately, he did not find the economic success that he expected, 
in contrast with writers such as Goodrich. 
8 As discussed in The Adman in the Parlor by Ellen Gruber Garvey (6). 
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(November 1895). Other contests involved winning a bicycle or other prizes for selling a 
given number of magazines. 
Patricia Crain describes the ways in which economic concerns and representations 
of childhood are inextricably entwined in American literature in her book Reading 
Children. Throughout the course of this text, she links the representation of the child 
within novels with the expectations placed on the historical child reading the novel, 
arguing that “these novels imagine a manifestly knowable, secular world, whose 
materials and practices a child can learn to master, and whose regulations and mores he – 
and quite often she – can comprehend and navigate” (Crain 102). Although the texts 
under discussion here are not novels, they similarly engage with this idea that children 
can learn to understand, navigate, and master the expectations and regulations of their 
society. However, by looking at the ways in which children interact with the text, we can 
move a step further and explore their efforts to challenge those regulations.  
Crain also pushes for the recognition of these books as material objects and thus 
an examination of the interaction between the child and the text. She argues that the 
marginalia and other additions to the text made by the historical child can challenge our 
preconceptions of books and force us to think about them in a new light. As she states, 
“to see the thingness of books helps as well in trying to see more clearly the ways in 
which children are brought into a relationship with these things” (Crain 112). Throughout 
her scholarship, Crain reinforces the importance of relationships and studying literature 
and representations of childhood through a recognition of those relationships built 
between the children and the adults with whom they interact, whether that be parents, 
authors, editors, or teachers. In order to understand children’s literature and 
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representations of childhood, we must also examine the relationship of the historical child 
with their texts and the relationship of the text with larger concerns of the time, such as 
economic or educational issues.  
Babyland frequently recognized economic concerns within their pieces, in both subtle 
and overt ways. They published a number of pieces that taught children how to turn 
objects from around their home into toys. These stories often focus on items that might 
otherwise be thrown away, such as sticks and scraps of yarn. One of the most interesting 
stories is entitled “A Pint of Peanuts” (see fig. 4). This piece, written by Marion Beatty, 
provides a tutorial on turning an empty peanut shell into a variety of other creatures or 
objects and is shown in the image to the right. First, an empty peanut shell becomes a 
baby chick, then another becomes a squirrel, and the final shell becomes a boat. Although 
the two are not directly connected, a separate article explains that a washbasin can be 
turned into a makeshift ocean, thus creating a place for these types of makeshift boats to 
be put to use. 
Figure 4: “A Pint of Peanuts” 
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Throughout these various transformations, the peanut shell retains its underlying 
shape. It is important to note that a different shell is used for each transformation and all 
three transformations embrace the unique features and shape of the particular shell being 
used. In order to create the baby chick, a person must find a smaller shell which likely 
only held a single peanut. In contrast, a much longer, thinner shell forms the basis for the 
squirrel. The boat is made from a wider shell split open into two. As with the drawing 
tutorials, details are added to each of the shell starting points in order to reach the final 
image. However, the underlying shape remains crucial to the finished product and to the 
final appearance of the plaything which the child has created. Each shell holds a 
transformative potential for the author and the shapes are crucial to the outcome of that 
potential. The interpretation of the shape into something new is the truly important factor 
in understanding this text. As with the drawing exercises, the flexibility of this activity 
leaves space open for children to move outside of the text and enact this mode of 
transformation to create other finished objects. 
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 Moving towards an examination of the magazine as a material object, the form of 
Babyland also encourages children to take these elements of transformation and apply 
them to the magazine itself. Several of the issues I was able to examine showed evidence 
of readers using watercolors to color in the black-and-white images throughout the 
magazine (see fig. 5). It is unclear when the images were colored in or who colored them, 
and it is entirely possible that this occurred later than the 19th century. However, the act 
of altering these images through the addition of color sheds light on another way in which 
children might engage with the materiality of the periodicals. The children were able to 
transform these images from decorative to interactive pieces. Thus, the images become 
canvases upon which the children reading can exert their own authority and act upon their 
own creativity.  
As with many of the other elements within the newspaper, these drawings become 
a sanctioned way for children to practice autonomy and transformative power. They were 
Figure 5: A watercolored page 
of Babyland magazine 
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able to recognize their own independence through their ability to act upon the objects 
surrounding them. They were also able to develop a relationship with the editors of the 
magazines in which the children had the authority to alter and edit the text itself. The 
printed text of the magazine was not necessarily the final statement on its use. Rather, its 
function continued to shift as the material text passed through multiple hands.  
This alteration of the physical appearance of magazines and newspapers was not 
an uncommon activity at the time. Nazera Wright draws attention to an article by 
Gertrude Bustill Mossell published in the Christian Recorder which depicts a family 
making use of the articles in a magazine issue. The piece describes a young girl cutting 
out a poem to use as part of her scrapbook, thus engaging in a physical transformation 
and restructuring of the newspaper (Wright 91). It was relatively common for girls to cut 
out images from the magazines they read and to affix them into their scrapbooks. 
Although the children seem to be doing this alteration and re-working of the magazine 
entirely of their own volition, the magazine editors and advertisers began to tailor the 
physical structure of the texts to accommodate these activities, as they had done with the 
advertisements9. Through this interplay between children re-imagining images and adults 
incorporating pieces designed to be used in those same ways, we can see adults and their 
young readers working to negotiate the balance of power and authority over the magazine 
and the activities that these periodicals encourage. Children who colored over the images 
in Babyland engaged in this same tradition of reworking and reimagining the pages and 
images included in magazines.  
 
9 See again Garvey’s The Adman in the Parlor, where the creation of collectible advertisements 
as well as contests within ads was discussed.  
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In the case of Babyland, the editors worked within this framework to provide 
additional entertainment for the child readers and included a number of pictures designed 
specifically for children to color in. Each issue throughout 1881 included a page titled 
“Pictures to Color or Draw”, leaving a limited choice open for children on whether they 
would simply color in this picture or draw their own copy of it onto a slate or separate 
paper. The content of the images ranged widely, from a boy relaxing at the beach in the 
January issue to a pair of dolls dressed in all their finery in the April issue. The idea of 
copying images was also important to the magazine. Throughout 1879, they had included 
images titled “Slate Pictures for Baby to Draw”, which were presented on a black, 
chalkboard-like background and drawn in simply white outlines for children to then 
emulate on their own slates.  
These images clarify the relationship development between the child and the 
newspaper editors and demonstrate one way in which the child was encouraged to 
become active in their consumption of the magazine and its stories. By including these 
images, the editors recognized the child’s autonomy. However, by then directing the 
child towards a specific space for the activity, they also asserted their own authority. 
Through these images and the children’s coloring of other points in the text, we see the 
complicated ways in which both adults and children attempted to maintain their own 
authority over the interactions with the magazines.  
This negotiation of authority and control is crucial to an understanding of 
Babyland and other magazines of the time and has resonances with the changing 
philosophies of education during this time period. The demographic for Babyland, 
children too young to read on their own, necessitates that attention be paid to the role of 
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the parent in engaging with the text. Although adult involvement is crucial for both 
periodicals under consideration within this chapter, its necessity is more readily apparent 
in a magazine intended for “babies”. And so, we must consider the importance of the 
parental voice in the child’s experience of this magazine.  
Patricia Crain argues for the significance of the mother’s speaking voice when 
considering children’s literature of the 18th and 19th century. In The Story of A she argues 
that the mother’s voice often served as an anchor for the text and that many children’s 
texts must be understood as part of an oral reading alphabet tradition. The stories and 
messages within the text were filtered through the voice and emphasis of the mother or 
other adult who read the text to the child. Although she does dedicate much of her 
discussion to the particular aspects of a mother’s reading voice, Crain does not focus 
solely on the role of women but rather on adults as a whole. When describing the 
relationship of adults to the child’s alphabet, she finds that “the male figures pose, 
perform, or embody the alphabet, while the women mark out the space for this activity” 
(Crain 111). Through the mother’s reading voice, a space is created for children’s 
engagement with the alphabet, a concept which also, in early American literature, 
embodied a sense of transformation, as each letter was created out of the shape of body or 
various other items, the names of which began with the letter in question.  
The imagery within alphabet books serves as an early example of the forms of 
transformation that we see in the stories within these periodicals. Babyland engaged 
children directly in performing transformation. However, we must be careful not to 
diminish the significance of the parental speaking voice even as we pay closer attention 
to children’s ability to directly interact with the texts they read. The parent’s voice, 
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particularly the mother’s, was frequently the vehicle through which these stories were 
conveyed and understood.  
By studying children’s literature within the context of these relationships we gain 
a more complicated and fuller picture of the role that literature plays in society at large as 
well as the role that children can have in constructing and responding to the literature 
designed for them. As described earlier, Gubar’s “kinship” model of children’s literature 
allows for a study of children’s agency alongside an examination of the restrictions 
placed upon them by the adult creators of literature. She states that “this model is 
premised on the idea that children and adults are akin to one another, which means they 
are neither exactly the same nor radically dissimilar. The concept of kinship indicates 
relatedness, connection, and similarity without implying homogeneity, uniformity, and 
equality” (Gubar 453). Both children and adults played a role in constructing periodicals 
and that connection is paramount towards understanding the construction and function of 
these magazines. Separating the actions and motivations of adults and children without 
looking at the ways in which they are similar and dependent upon each other conceals 
some of the most interesting workings of these texts.  
These relationships developed between children and adults not only within the 
home, but also outside of it, particularly within the realm of education and schooling. 
Several issues of Babyland include advertisements for kindergarten programs in the back 
of the magazine. Although the stories in the magazine do not seem to overtly mention 
kindergarten or any particular education movement, the inclusion of advertisements for 
these programs speaks towards a recognition of their importance on the part of the 
editors, and possibly direct support. The fact that information on kindergarten programs 
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is found in the advertisement section also links economic concerns with educational ones, 
echoing the ways in which money, learning, and childhood are linked within the 
magazine more generally.  
 
In June, 1896, Babyland ran an ad which read “Kindergarten and school supplies 
at Schermerhorn’s” (8). By listing kindergarten first, the company and the magazine 
highlighted the importance of these programs to the readership of the magazine. They 
also linked kindergarten with school more broadly, emphasizing these programs as a 
natural component of education. An earlier advertisement from November 1895 promotes 
another magazine called Kindergarten Magazine, which focused on those programs and 
their educational philosophy (see fig. 6). This ad, which takes up half a page in the 
advertisement section of the magazine, addresses mothers who may want to employ 
kindergarten philosophies in their homes as they raise their children. By focusing on this 
particular audience for the ad, the advertisers and publishers emphasize the importance of 
the mothers reading the magazine to their children and the significance placed upon the 
kindergarten movement at this particular point in time.  
Figure 6: Ad for Kindergarten 
Magazine 
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Although these advertisements may seem relatively innocuous, they are connected 
to larger educational philosophies prevalent at the time that Babyland was published. As 
mentioned earlier, in the second half of the 19th century, the Kindergarten movement took 
off in the United States. This movement began in Germany, but eventually found its way 
to the United States and was supported by many prominent families at the time, including 
the Peabody and Montessori families. The publication of advertisements for Kindergarten 
programs within the magazine suggests awareness of the movement and some level of 
support for the development of the Kindergarten movement. 
The Kindergarten movement sought to develop education programs for very 
young children. They typically aimed to reach much the same demographic as Babyland 
itself. And the movement in the United States was one of the most successful segments of 
the early kindergarten movement worldwide. There have been many theories offered as 
to why this was but one of the most interesting is the discussion on the fit between 
Kindergarten programs and larger American perspectives on education and its role within 
families. Ann Taylor Allen argues that part of the reason for the popularity of these 
programs was their reinforcement of relationships and citizenship while still allowing 
children to develop an independent sense of self. These programs, which encouraged 
interaction and the development of a subjective sense of self through organic play, echo 
many of the principles we see playing out within periodicals and children’s engagement 
with those material texts.  
One tenet of the Kindergarten movement was the importance of play and the 
value of organic learning. Through their interaction with the broader world and the 
objects around them, children would develop both a sense of self and an understanding of 
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their relationship to that broader world. Thus, by engaging with the beauty of the natural 
world and by interacting with others, the child could develop a sense of their own 
subjectivity and simultaneously begin to understand that of others. Studies of 
Kindergarten programs have delineated a number of key principles of this educational 
philosophy. Jeannine Blackwell lays out some of those philosophies, explaining that 
“their play should be directed so that the children analyze their own play” and that “thus 
children learn to ask questions and come up with their own explanations instead of 
simply tearing things apart out of curiosity” (Blackwell 102). Something similar happens 
with the pieces in these periodicals, although perhaps in a somewhat less organic way. 
Within the stories and non-narrative pieces of Babyland, editors and authors 
encourage children to interact with objects outside of themselves and to look at features 
of the natural world in a variety of different ways, imagining the effects that they could 
have on those objects and the ways they could re-imagine and recreate them. By working 
with objects in this way, the child is able to gain a sense of their own authority and 
control, thereby gaining a sense of their own subjectivity. They are able to exert a level of 
influence over the environment that surrounds them although that influence is always 
tempered by the knowledge that they are guided by adults throughout this entire process. 
Yet we see even children too young to read for themselves pushing back against 
restrictions, attempting to open up a broader space for their own play and discovery. By 
altering the material object of the magazine, children found their own way to engage with 
the text, even if they were unable to read the words for themselves. This magazine 
reveals an interactive relationship between the child and the text.  
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Merry’s Museum and Children’s Correspondence 
 With the increase of age differentiation amongst magazines comes the fact that 
children will eventually age out of a periodical like Babyland. For those school-age 
children, there were a vast number of periodicals to choose from, one of which was 
Merry’s Museum. This magazine went through a number of editors and contained a 
variety of types of stories throughout its decades-long publication history. One of the 
most interesting aspects of the magazine was that each issue of Merry’s Museum during 
Louisa May Alcott’s editorship includes a section entitled “Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 
Although Alcott was not solely responsible for the writing of this section10, she was the 
editor in chief for a time and so its content must be read through the lens of her 
editorship.  
The basis of this section of the magazine is an extensive list of various types of 
puzzles to solve. The nature of the puzzles did not vary significantly. They typically 
included sections such as “questions, enigmas, charades, etc.”, “words enigmatically 
expressed”, anagrams, and rebuses, although on occasion the magazine contained puzzles 
which did not fit neatly into any of those categories. Children then submitted their answer 
by mailing a list of their solutions to “Aunt Sue”. In a later issue, the editors printed the 
name of the child who came up with the most correct answers. In addition to finding their 
name printed on the front page of the Puzzle Drawer, the child would also receive a prize 
for this accomplishment. There were three different prizes (first a heart puzzle, then a 
gold pen, and then finally a choice of a gold pen in a silver case, a gold-mounted rubber 
 
10 As explained in Initials and Pseudonyms, Susanna Newbould originated the character of Aunt 
Sue and played a significant role in putting together the puzzles and writing responses to 
children’s letters.  
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pencil, or a pocket-knife) (February 1868, 80). Here again the intersection between 
economics and children’s entertainment is highlighted. Once any single child had won 
three times, they would be considered a “graduate” and were no longer considered for the 
award (June 1870, 291). They could continue to submit their solutions to the puzzles as 
well as their own original ideas for puzzles, but they would no longer be eligible to be 
recognized for solving the largest number of them. Finally, at the end of the section, the 
editor listed the correct answers from the previous issue alongside a list of all the children 
who submitted answers and the number that they solved correctly.  
 Although the Puzzle Drawer section is relatively small in relationship to the rest 
of the magazine, typically comprising somewhere from four to six pages, it has a number 
of interesting components which allow for discussion of the engagement between 
children and the editor of the periodical as well as a discussion of the child’s use of 
transformative potential. At first glance, this section appears to contain evidence of 
education and guidance funneled from the adult directly down to the child. And yet, the 
power dynamics and relationships at play amongst the editor and readers of Merry’s 
Museum are much more complicated than they at first appear. Through their 
correspondence with the editors of the magazine, the child readers engaged not only with 
the editors, but also with other readers. Additionally, as with Babyland, the children 
engaged in negotiations of power and authority with the adults over the construction and 
solution of these puzzles.  
 We must note the relationship between educational systems and the puzzles 
included within the magazine, particularly in light of the relationship between Louisa 
May Alcott’s family and larger educational philosophies. Her father, Bronson Alcott, was 
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very active in the efforts for educational reform and the development of schools which 
focused on the development of the whole person11. He helped found the Temple School 
in Boston, where he was able to practice his educational philosophies alongside other 
reformers such as Elizabeth Peabody. Among his philosophies was an idea of child-
centered learning, where students were encouraged to focus on self-examination and 
develop independent critical thinking through their direct observations of elements of the 
world around them12. The emphasis on experimentation and the child’s ability to learn 
from their own experiences flows over into their interactions with the magazine, and 
particularly into their relationship with the puzzles section of Merry’s Museum. We can 
also see a link between this view of education and the more general move towards 
children’s experimentation and learning through organic experience espoused by the 
Kindergarten movement, linking this train of thought with the philosophies present in 
magazines such as Babyland. However, we must also understand this viewpoint in 
conjunction with the boundaries placed upon children by adults. Children’s 
experimentation and transformative activity has a place within the magazine but must 
follow from guidelines set by adults. 
 
11 In his book Democracy’s Schools, Johann Neem details the reform efforts proposed by figures 
such as Horace Mann, Elizabeth Peabody, Margaret Fuller, and Bronson Alcott. By outlining the 
various perspectives and ideologies espoused by these various individuals, Neem explains the 
19th-century goal of self-culture, by which they meant that education could serve to develop the 
whole person and instill in children a sense of morality, reason, and community belonging as well 
as knowledge. 
12 In The Home Schooling of Louisa May Alcott, Lisa Stepanski provides an overview of Alcott’s 
educational philosophy, including the “Intellectual General Principles” he developed for the 
Temple School, which include goals for students such as “notice, and describe familiar objects, 
and incidents” (37) and “prepare the mind to investigate for itself; forming good mental habits; 
strengthening its powers by exercise, and preserving it from implicit belief” (37). 
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 This overarching guidance appears even in the very name of the column. The 
puzzle section is identified as “Aunt Sue’s” puzzles. The conversations within the Puzzle 
Drawer were mediated by the figure of Aunt Sue, a figure who guided and corrected the 
“cousins”. She also celebrated their achievements and encouraged them to reach out to 
each other through letters. Although the children wrote and solved the puzzles as well as 
submitted the letters for the correspondence portion, their play and engagement with the 
activities was governed by the writer through this guise. This character of Aunt Sue held 
a tenuous position. On the one hand, she acted as an authority figure and arbiter over 
these puzzle competitions, but on the other hand she also encouraged children to practice 
their own capacity for logic and experimentation as they submitted new ideas for puzzles 
as well as solutions to other children’s puzzles.  
At the end of the Puzzle Drawer, the writer maintained a regular correspondence 
section. The conversations in this section often relate back to the puzzles but also veer 
into discussions of family, friendship, and various other topics that the children are 
interested in. This portion of the puzzle drawer provides a particularly interesting view on 
children’s impact on the magazine. Through the correspondence section, we see the 
children pushing back and attempting to gain a larger degree of authority and autonomy 
for themselves, rather than simply following the guidance of Aunt Sue. This seems in line 
with the concept of child-centered learning and the idea that children should develop their 
own sense of critical thinking through their observation and engagement with their 
environment but also ends up revealing the degree to which the boundaries surrounding 
child activity are enforced.  
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My observations from this section are necessarily limited as, unfortunately, the 
magazine printed only Aunt Sue’s responses to the letters and not the children’s letters 
themselves. Thus, we do not have access to the children’s written words, with a few rare 
exceptions. We can, however, glean an idea of what the children were writing. One of the 
most interesting aspects of the correspondence section is the use of pseudonyms present 
throughout, beginning with the name “Aunt Sue”. Through the use of this pseudonym, 
the writer created a fictional, but still familial, presence for the children to interact with. 
The publication of children’s literature under a pseudonym was not new even within this 
magazine itself. Samuel Griswold Goodrich, the original founder of Merry’s Museum, 
wrote a large number of stories for children under the name of Peter Parley, an older 
gentleman who regaled neighborhood children with the stories of his travels and 
adventures. When Goodrich founded Merry’s Museum, he again took on a pseudonym, 
using the name Merry and creating a fictional person who could then communicate with 
children consistently, despite any changes in editorship. In these two cases, the 
pseudonyms served a very practical purpose for Goodrich, allowing him to bring in 
various talented writers to take over the direct writing and correspondence while still 
maintaining consistency for the child readers.  
And yet, there is a significant difference with the use of the name “Aunt Sue”. By 
invoking the title of Aunt, the writer was able to take on a role of a family member in 
their relationship with the child readers. By taking on a familial title, the writer of the 
puzzle drawer became a part of a longer tradition of authors of children’s literature who 
acted as mentors for their readers13. Crucially, this fictional figure did not take the place 
 
13 Julie Pfeiffer discussed this mentorship in her discussion of Backfisch novels, arguing that we 
must examine the way in which authors act as “othermothers” or mentors to the girls who read 
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of a parental figure but was instead a more extended relative. She was able to insert 
herself and the magazine into the family structure and play a guiding role for children 
without disrupting the nuclear family win the children’s lives. Where Babyland reinforces 
the nuclear family by encouraging interaction between parents and children, Merry’s 
Museum clearly distinguishes itself from that nuclear family, avoiding any level of 
disruption there. Yet, by maintaining a more extended family relationship with the 
readers, the writer was still able to forge a relationship not only between herself and the 
readers, but also amongst the readers themselves, who became “cousins” through their 
mutual relationship to Aunt Sue.  
The correspondence section also reveals that the children attempted to redefine 
and transform themselves through the use of pseudonyms. “Aunt Sue” encouraged these 
pseudonyms, as she demonstrated by responding a child named Agnes G that “I never 
have the least curiosity to know the real names of my correspondents; a nome de plume is 
enough for me” (January 1870, 46). She reinforces that this use of pseudonyms falls well 
within the acceptable boundaries of child behavior and transformation. Children also 
frequently changed their nom de plume, prompting one child to write to Aunt Sue about 
the fickleness of the other “cousins” to which Aunt Sue responded, “sometimes there may 
be a better reason for it than mere fickleness and restlessness” (532) in the November 
1869 issue, drawing attention to the importance of these names and her support of the 
children’s use of alternate identities. She does not seem bothered by name changes, at 
times even stating a preference for one of the child’s pseudonyms as when she told “L.M. 
 
their novels and that those authors frequently intentionally positioned themselves in those roles. 
Female authors often saw themselves acting as motherly figures towards young girls, guiding 
them into womanhood. Although Merry’s Museum is targeted at both boys and girls, that sense of 
familial nurturing is still present, although it takes the form of an aunt rather than a mother.  
 47 
 
Entry” that “I like the name by which I now address you much the better of the two” 
(580) in the December 1869 issue. The children were, in this way, encouraged to play 
with names and to experiment with pseudonyms for themselves.  
This use of pseudonyms complicates the concept that transformation must be an 
external process. Through the use of these names, children engaged in efforts at self-
transformation by examining their own identity and attempting to find ways to alter and 
transform that identity. The child readers worked to redefine themselves and, in a sense, 
become another person. There do not seem to have been any restrictions placed upon the 
types of pseudonyms that could be used. The choices range from ordinary names to 
initials to fantastical concepts; consider the variation amongst “Belle”, “F.R.S.”, “Ixia”, 
and “Shooting-Star”. All four of those names were used by regular contributors to the 
Puzzle Drawer and represent just a few of the categories of names in use throughout this 
time period. At times, Aunt Sue remarks upon the names, drawing attention to ones she 
particularly enjoys. Speaking to a child known as Hyacinth, she states that “your prettily-
written list and letter were quite refreshing, and did justice to your name” (October 1869, 
482). Although we do not have access to the children’s responses, these letters allow us 
to see the way in which these names served as a basis upon which conversations and 
relationships between Aunt Sue and the children could be built. 
 These pseudonyms also served the purpose of protecting the child’s anonymity 
and privacy while simultaneously allowing for the child to engage in relationship-
building through the magazine. Children did not only communicate with Aunt Sue. 
Rather, a system of correspondence between readers was frequently set up through the 
correspondence section of the puzzle pages. For example, in the July 1869 issue, the 
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editors published the following statement: “Minnie Moss wishes to correspond with 
Cousins Jennie, Fred, Rubie Linden and Golden Arrow. Her address is Box 126, P.O., 
Faribault, Minnesota” (336). The editors provided both the address of the initiating 
correspondent as well as the names of the cousins with whom they wished to speak. 
Interestingly, this request maintains the use of the pseudonyms, extending those names to 
a relationship that would be built outside of the magazine. This is not to say that the 
pseudonyms necessarily continued into the letters the children then exchanged, but it 
does mean that their identity within the magazine remained attached to their pseudonym 
and assumed identity rather than to their real name.  
These letters are also important in that they demonstrate a level of authority and 
control on the part of the children and reveal a space where children could push back 
against boundaries. By sending in their requests and responding to those from others, the 
children were able to develop relationships amongst themselves with the approval of the 
adults who worked on the magazine itself. However, the publication of the address opens 
up a space for other children to engage in a correspondence with the initial writer, even if 
their name was not included within the message. By including this information, the 
editors reveal the limits of their control as they open up a space for children to act 
autonomously without the express direction of that adult control.  
 This is not the only place in the section where the limits of adult control are 
revealed. Children were able to demonstrate a level of authority over the magazine within 
the puzzles themselves. Although it is possible that there were some adult contributors 
submitting puzzles for publication within the Puzzle Drawer, children were the main 
source of contributors for the puzzle section. Within the main puzzle section, each 
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individual puzzle is followed by the name of the contributor, thus directly recognizing the 
children’s contributions. These children were also acknowledged by name at the end of 
the correspondence section, where Aunt Sue listed the pseudonyms of the children who 
had submitted puzzles to her. Additionally, many of the response letters published related 
to the children’s puzzle submissions. This could take a number of forms, from answering 
questions about puzzle types to thanking children for their submissions or explaining why 
certain submissions could not be accepted for publication.  
The children had a great deal of control over the final puzzle although there were 
still instructions that they needed to follow. Generally, the children submitted specific 
types of puzzles which fit into a regular category and form in the Puzzle Drawer. For any 
given category of puzzle there were specific guidelines and structures which the children 
needed to adhere to. Although children had space to experiment, they were generally 
required to operate within a set form. A few puzzle types in particular directly 
encouraged children to play with ideas of transformation and re-interpretation.  
Enigmas were one popular puzzle type. The solution was typically either a single 
word or a short phrase. Each letter of that word or phrase was assigned a number. The 
clues to the puzzle rearrange those numbers into different orders to create different 
words. The reader’s task is to decipher the word for each clue and then reorganize the 
letters back into their proper order to find the solution. As an example, the first puzzle in 
the January 1868 issue reads as follows. “I am composed of 5 letters: My 1, 5, 2, 3 is 
generally 1, 2, 5, 3; some people like a little 3, 2, 1, 4 added when they are stewed. My 
whole is a useful animal” (37). The challenge of the puzzle comes from the 
reorganization and reinterpretation of this single set of letters in order to create a new 
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meaning. The answer to this particular puzzle is eventually revealed in the March issue as 
“camel”. Those letters are reorganized into “clam”, “calm”, and “mace” respectively.  
 The puzzle section also includes a large number of rebuses although there was 
typically only one or two included in each individual issue. These puzzles are constructed 
of sets of images which, when translated into words, form full sentences. These images 
must be interpreted in combination with each other in order for the child to gain meaning 
from the images and solve the puzzle. As an example, a puzzle published in the August 
1869 issue (see fig. 7), was constructed by a child known as “Dictator” (379). In the 
October issue, the answer was revealed to be “Learning, not money, will make a man a 
scholar” (481). Interestingly, this puzzle draws our attention back to the importance of 
both education and the economy, by drawing a direct relationship between the two. A few 
examples of other rebus answers included “Read this and study it, and solve it as you 
may. If you get the puzzle prize, then you will have your pay” (March 1868, 118), “Most 
riches may be hard to gain, but are still more difficult to keep” (June 1868, 246), and 
“Money invested in government securities is more profitable and also safer, than ‘twould 
be were it in oil stocks” (September 1869, 433).  
In puzzles such as these, the images are not only transformed to function as words 
or phrases, but also as symbols of larger philosophical concepts. Keeping in mind the fact 
that the majority of these puzzles were submitted by the child readers themselves, the 
inclusion of economic themes reinforces the notion that children could, and did, engage 
Figure 7: Rebus written by “Dictator” 
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with ideas of finance, business, and politics, transferring their knowledge of ideas from 
words into images. By combining these economic statements with puzzles, the child 
writers also encourage other children to similarly engage with the ideas.  
By encouraging children to solve these puzzles as well as to create and submit 
their own ideas for puzzles, writers like Aunt Sue encouraged children to play with words 
and to transform and re-work the functions of letters and words. Working within this 
structure, children gain a measure of authority in an adult-mediated way. That is not to 
say that children automatically accepted the rulings of the adult editors when it came to 
the structure and solution of the puzzles. Many of the letters in the correspondence 
section directly address disputes over answers or puzzle structures. From the responses 
published in the magazine, we can see that children would wrote in to challenge the 
published solution and to argue for their own interpretation of the puzzle. By questioning 
these answers, the children engaged in a larger conversation over authority and control of 
the puzzles. Once again, we must rely on the responses from Aunt Sue in order to gain 
some insight into the content of the children’s letters, which does create some important 
limitations. However, there is enough material present to allow for discussion of the ways 
in which children pushed for their own authority over their texts. 
 Frequently, Aunt Sue’s responses seem intended to reinforce her role as the final 
authority over the puzzles. As one example, in the May 1868 issue, Aunt Sue responds to 
a child known as Ixia that “had puzzle 77 been headed ‘Astronomical,’ your answer 
(‘Sirius’) would have done very well” (206). Aunt Sue does acknowledge the child’s 
letter and questions, thus encouraging children to continue submitting these questions in 
the future but maintains that the answers she accepted were the correct ones. In some of 
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these response letters, we can see hints at a potentially argumentative letter from the child 
in question, requiring Aunt Sue to justify the answers that were accepted or rejected. 
Some of the responses praise children’s answers even if they don’t fit the requirements. 
Responding to Lettie R. Loomis, Aunt Sue states that “your list of answers showed that 
you had studied the subject. I was sorry to be obliged to scratch any out. Your ‘sentence’ 
in 71 was pretty severe” (May 1868, 206).  
These interactions prove interesting for the way in which they demonstrate the 
children’s push for their own authority. Within their letters and their interactions with the 
magazine at large, children and adults each vied for authority over the answers to the 
puzzles and for authority over the game and the rules of transformation itself. 
Importantly, however, these notes do not necessarily seem confrontational or 
oppositional. Rather, despite the fact that both Aunt Sue and the children attempt to claim 
authority, the tone of these messages implies a type of relationship building. Each side 
must participate in the interaction, for this relationship and the conversation cannot exist 
at the exclusion of either perspective.  
And so, we do see occasional concessions made by Aunt Sue as she 
simultaneously asserts her ultimate authority over the puzzles and their solutions. This 
typically takes the form of acknowledging that an alternative answer does have merit, 
even if she does not assign the points for obtaining the correct answer. Consider, for 
example, her response to Ixia, mentioned earlier, where she does establish that under a 
certain set of circumstances, that answer would indeed have been correct. By creating and 
solving these puzzles as well as sending in their letters and interacting with Aunt Sue 
herself, children learned to analyze and understand this transformative process as well as 
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to perform it directly. The children became agents of change in some respects. However, 
the structure of the puzzle section and Aunt Sue’s position of authority in determining 
which puzzles appear and which answers are acceptable continues to reinforce the 
understanding that they must act within set restraints.  
On occasion, children did attempt to break out of boundaries and rework not only 
the function and interpretation of the text, but also the very form of the pieces within the 
magazine. In one particularly fascinating example, a child plays with the form of the 
correspondence to Aunt Sue to introduce both a new type of letter and a new type of 
puzzle. This child, known within the magazine as “Empire State”, sent in a letter filled 
with puns which was then published in the September 1869 issue. The first line of his 
letter reads, “I think, Aunt Sue, that the puzzle department of Merry’s is quite Sue-perior 
to many others; and the Sue-preme success which Sue-thed…my Sue-perhuman 
exertions…has not, you may safely as-Sue-me, diminished my regard” (434). The letter 
continues to incorporate puns throughout the text, the majority of which involve the name 
Sue, transforming the function of the word while simultaneously introducing a new form 
through the use of this particular type of letter.  
This letter complicates this notion of form vs function as the child both works 
within certain boundaries and attempts to challenge others. By engaging in puns, a puzzle 
and letter form which is not largely present in the Puzzle Drawer, this child offered a new 
form to the magazine. It is interesting that he did not incorporated these puns into a 
puzzle submission, but rather into a letter to Aunt Sue, where children’s creativity outside 
the bounds of puzzle types was already more accepted. Children wrote a variety of letters 
to Aunt Sue. Sometimes, they told stories about their lives. Other times, they offered their 
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thoughts on the magazine at large. The content of the children’s letters was not restricted 
although some of the responses took a corrective tone, encouraging the child to change 
their way of thinking or to react differently in the future14. Although the child did 
introduce a new form through this letter, he did so in a space where a certain level of 
creativity was not only allowed but encouraged.  
One of the most interesting aspects of this letter is that Empire State takes on the 
name of the adult editor of the section and then reimagines and reinterprets that name, 
finding new and innovative ways to transform it into serving a number of different 
purposes. By using the name Sue in this way, the child established a level of control over 
the name of the adult writer with whom he interacted. Yet, Aunt Sue does not entirely 
concede this transformative ability to the child. Rather, she takes on the ability to create 
puns herself, including her introduction to the letter where she states that “Empire State 
deserves pun-ishment” (434). Later, she takes on the use of Sue for puns in one of her 
many parenthetical asides saying, “I allude to the Sue-table presentation of the ‘medil’” 
(434) and, in the final line, “that individual ought to be Sued on homeopathic principles” 
(435). Through the seemingly light-hearted banter of this exchange, we can see the back 
and forth negotiation for authority over the text and even for the use of the word Sue, 
with both sides staking a claim. Importantly, this is not an oppositional exchange, but 
rather works with the notion of kinship theory, where both sides play off of the other in 
 
14 One example of this is in the May 1868 issue, where Aunt Sue critiques a boy who shows 
disappointment at having come in second on number of puzzles solved. She tells “F.R.S” “Don’t 
be discouraged. Wouldn’t you rather be next to the head, than ‘down foot?’ I am afraid you 
haven’t such a buoyant nature as the boy who went home from school, rejoicing, and told his 
mother he ‘came within one of winning the prize!’ ‘Why, Jimmy, how was that?’ ‘Oh! I stood 
next to the boy that got it!’” (206). In July of 1869, she tells “Hero” “You were not the individual 
invited into ‘dear Charlie’s cradle;’ so, you needn’t be anxious about the size of the 
accommodations” (337).  
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order to reach a point where they have shared authority and power within the text. It is 
these relationships that play out most frequently within the pages of the Puzzle Drawer.  
Within this time period, child readers did not manage to gain an entirely 
autonomous presence. Although they could submit and solve puzzles and send letters 
requesting further communication with other cousins, it was Aunt Sue who decided 
which puzzles would be accepted and printed, and it was again Aunt Sue who decides 
which letters will be seen by the rest of the readers. There are frequent mentions of 
puzzles which do not conform to the requirements that the magazine has set. This 
includes puzzles which are too long to be included15 or whose answers cannot be found 
within a standard dictionary or are not sufficiently clear for the typical reader. The 
reasoning for many of these rejections is the need to give all children a fair chance at 
solving the puzzles16. 
The structure of “Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer” draws attention to the concept of 
directed play and encourages children to learn by questioning their own work and paying 
close attention to their own activities. Although the play was directed by adults, children 
occupied a crucial role engaging with the puzzles, analyzing their structure, and 
questioning how they function in order to create their own puzzles. They needed to be 
 
15 For example, Alcott told Eva V. B. that “sorry you should have had your trouble for nothing, 
but we don’t want any enigmas that embrace more than thirty letters” (40).  
16 Many of the responses provide explanations for the restrictions placed upon puzzle 
submissions. One of the most crucial is that the answers must be found within a standard 
dictionary, specifically the Worcester’s or Webster’s Dictionary. As noted in July 1869, answers 
can also be found in a Bible Concordance. Additionally, in that issue, Alcott provided a list of 
questions that she had received about puzzles. In her answers to these questions, she laid out the 
expectations, particularly for methods of accessing the words used within the puzzles. This 
included notes that all answers must be in the English language, that proper nouns can be used 
only if they can be found in a standard dictionary, and that a single word cannot be used to 
represent multiple meanings within the same puzzle (examples – lead or tear) 
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able to perform this work independently and to apply a deeper level of critique to the 
play. Through the correspondence section of the puzzle drawer, we see children pushing 
back against editorial decisions, and Aunt Sue likewise responding to these critiques.  
 
Conclusion 
By looking both at these puzzles and at the interactive elements within Babyland, 
we can question and challenged the accepted hierarchy of power within children’s 
literature, whereby adults have authority to oversee, direct, and discipline the children 
who must simply submit to those instructions. This hierarchy fails to encompass the 
reality of the relationships developing through the pages of these periodicals. Rather than 
existing within a stable hierarchical power structure, children and adults navigate 
relationships of reciprocity and shifting levels of authority. Adults set forth the 
instructions and attempted to negotiate communication amongst the children, but the 
children themselves could take control of crafting the puzzles and reaching out to other 
children, even if not called out by name within the magazine. 
The concepts of transformation and this increasing level of child control are 
deeply intertwined. Although children pushed for access to authority and control over the 
texts they were reading, they frequently did so while adhering to boundaries and to the 
stricture of form. Meanwhile, they worked within that form to re-imagine the function of 
texts, transforming them through reinterpretation and forging a space for their own 
creative and transformative potential, as with the children who colored in images in 
Babyland. While the text attempted to reinforce outward transformation and the 
adherence to a set of boundaries within which children could act semi-autonomously, 
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those children quietly pushed back against the boundaries set forth for them, eventually 
reaching a point where they could begin to affect the form itself, as we see through 
examples such as Empire State’s puns.  
Children’s periodicals responded to changes occurring in the broader social 
sphere, particularly with regards to education. Education reformers simultaneously 
constructed boundaries within which children must operate and celebrated educational 
philosophies based on the importance of organic play and children’s discoveries. The 
children’s periodicals of the time similarly engaged with both boundaries and the 
importance of children’s play. And yet, despite the emphasis on the adult role and their 
guidance of the child readers, the children’s active role in creating, repurposing, and 
transforming their own reading remains visible within the pages of the magazines. By 
examining the various kinds of texts present in both Merry’s Museum and Babyland, we 
can see the building of a relationship within which both children and adults negotiate 
their own power and authority over the text.  
Through both the forms of transformation suggested by the text itself and the 
reinterpretation and repurposing that they enact on the material form of the periodical, 
children challenged those rigid boundaries and pushed back on the expectations placed 
upon their own play and activity. The historical children reading these periodicals are 
frequently obscured within scholarship about children’s literature, despite the major role 
that they play in the function and end use of the texts. Through Merry’s Museum, 
children even take part in creating the content itself, by submitting their own puzzles, 
thus interacting not only with adults, but with other children through the lens of 
transformation and play. Although the readers of Babyland do not have access to the 
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creation of the material itself, they create spaces for themselves to interact with the 
material in potentially unexpected ways.  
Despite the growing body of research on periodicals and on children’s active 
participation in the creation of their own literature, the realm of puzzles and games has 
largely been overlooked. By bringing these types of texts into the conversation, we can 
expand on the ideas of kinship theory and the active role of the child. These texts alter 
our view of some of the interactions between children and adults, allowing us to 
understand their relationships not as adversarial but rather as cooperative and built on 
negotiation. Through the use of transformation, and particularly the distinction between 
form and function of the objects being transformed, these texts offer a nuanced view of 
that negotiation. Although boundaries of form seem to be set around the children, those 
same children both work within those boundaries and attempt to push them to their limits, 
working within their relationships with the adult editors, authors, and parents to establish 
their stake and authoritative position within children’s literature.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 59 
 
Chapter Three 
“’Tis far better, I think, to stay like this”: The Literary Child and Self-Transformation 
 
The fairy tale lore of the transformation of individuals is deeply embedded in 
children’s literature as part of a larger conversation regarding the significance of 
childhood17. Babyland and the Christian Recorder were two 19th century periodicals 
which used images of transformation to explore ideas surrounding family, childhood, and 
larger societal change. Change within periodical texts was not only enacted by children 
but also upon children within the stories. Where the focus in the previous chapter was on 
the ways in which children could transform the objects around them, in this chapter I will 
draw attention to the ways that children attempted to transform themselves. Through 
exploring this mode of transformation, I will draw attention to the significance of family 
structure while also pointing out the spaces left for children’s autonomy which might 
ordinarily be overlooked. As will be discussed further in this chapter, family structures 
were shifting throughout the 19th century. Although the children’s stories do not directly 
discuss these topics, the images of transformation convey a sense of concern and fear 
over the fragmentation of family and the shifting of power dynamics. By examining the 
 
17 In his extensive text on fairy tale lore, Jack Zipes dedicates several sections to transformation 
stories. These include “ Beastly Born Heroes” (51), where a child is doomed from birth to a 
beastly form and must be saved by the love of (usually) a young woman, and “Magical 
Transformations” (575), where young men, often brothers, are transformed into beasts and must 
work together to solve their mission. As Zipes explains, “it is a combination of his courage and 
compassion and their willingness to help him that brings about a happy resolution” (575). Zipes 
also addresses “The Beast as Bridegroom” (787), which contains the classic Beauty and the Beast 
story. He argues that “the issue at hand…is fidelity and sincerity, or the qualities that make for 
tenderness” (788).  
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independence these stories grant to children, we can see some conflicted views towards 
these shifts.  
I will focus not on the child reading the magazine but rather on the child as 
depicted within the stories themselves. I refer to this representation as the literary child, 
as opposed to the historical children who made up the readership. This is a crucial 
difference. Although stories written about children reflected contemporary ideas about 
childhood and its intersection with any number of other philosophical concepts, we are 
limited in the extent to which we can make assumptions about the reality of historical 
children’s lives based on the stories that they read18. These stories are most useful for 
analyzing and understanding the ways in which adult writers and editors thought about 
children and childhood. That childhood imagery is frequently used metaphorically, 
allowing us more insight into the writers’ views on topics such as religion, family, and 
education19. Although these stories do not necessarily provide an accurate picture of the 
historical lives of 19th century children, they do provide excellent insight into the aspects 
of childhood that interested writers and into the questions and concerns with which those 
writers grappled.  
Transformation served as a vehicle for larger conversations about childhood, 
independence, and the role of the child within the family. Frequently, these depictions 
 
18 Linda Rosenzweig discusses this idea further in The Anchor of My Life, where she addresses 
periodical advice literature. She explains that although the advice given may not necessarily 
represent the actual behavior of historical people, it does help represent the real concerns that 
both readers and writers had.  
19 Many scholarly texts address the ways in which childhood is used to metaphorical explore 
larger issues. Consider, for example, Courtney Weikle-Mills’ Imaginary Citizens, where she 
addresses the use of childhood imaginary by 18th and 19th century writers to explore citizenship 
and national identity. Anna Mae Duane’s Suffering Childhood in Early America discusses stories 
which use the child’s body and their suffering to explore concepts such as colonialism and race, 
the relationship between the individual and the community, and the roles of women.  
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focused on the child themselves being transformed in some way. By bringing in this 
transformative potential as well as the fantastical and supernatural resonances present in 
these tropes, authors could engage with ideas about the possibilities and the pitfalls of 
change. They could explore the ways in which families can be shifted and re-envisioned. 
The image of the literary child, with its potential for malleability and transformation, is 
central in these conversations. Children’s self-transformation serves to highlight anxieties 
about family structures and children’s independence for both children and adults while 
simultaneously creating a small space for children’s access to autonomy. In many of 
these stories, authors use images of predatory animals and hints of violence as a way to 
explore both the potential of children’s independence and fear of the ways in which that 
independence threatens family structures and unity. At times, writers directly linked 
transformation with the fragmentation of family structures. We must also explore these 
ideas through a recognition of the ways in which race affects the depiction of children 
and childhood. 
Babyland, introduced in the previous chapter, contains a number of stories 
focusing on children’s transformation which highlight these issues of family and 
childhood independence and seems to have been marketed primarily towards a white 
audience. In this chapter, I will also introduce the Christian Recorder, a newspaper which 
also features children’s stories and depictions of transformation, but which was intended 
for a largely black audience. Children’s literature and family reading were an important 
part of the newspapers’ makeup from the beginning of its publication. The newspaper ran 
a specific children’s section from approximately 1854 until 1865 although they continued 
to publish stories for children beyond that time span. They frequently published stories 
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and texts intended to be read by a family as a whole. By their inclusion of children as a 
portion of the audience, those texts become part of the realm of children’s literature. 
The Christian Recorder began publication in 1852 and still publishes in the 
present day. Eric Gardner has performed extensive research on the history and readership 
of the newspaper, allowing insight into the community which followed the newspaper. 
Gardner combined the geographical data of subscribers with birthplaces and rural or 
urban locations, leading him to the conclusion that “these details suggest a large 
population of subscribers with roots in the slave South. They also mark a significant out-
migration” (110). He also found that the majority of subscribers had children (117), 
reinforcing the importance of the child’s perspective and representation within the 
magazine itself. The importance of movement and migration within the newspaper’s 
readership also encourages us to consider the ways in which that background and history 
affects the texts included in the newspaper. Changing social patterns are a crucial part of 
understanding the function of many of the pieces published in the Christian Recorder.  
 The importance of larger patterns of change can be seen even in the language used 
within the newspaper. By tracing particular words through the newspaper’s history20 
during this particular time period, we find evidence of interest in transformation and 
change. The word “transformation” appears in 108 texts and the word “transform” 
appears in 86 through the time period that I was able to search. Many of these stories also 
incorporate childhood or children. This focus on change is woven throughout the stories 
in the Christian Recorder and represents an interest in transformative potential, but also 
 
20 This search was carried out on the digitized copies of the Christian Recorder found through 
Accessible Archives (this database contains all issues from 1861 through 1902, excluding 1892).  
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an anxiety with regard to other societal concerns such as family separation and children’s 
independence.  
When interpreting the identity of the characters in these stories, it is important to 
note that many stories published in black newspapers such as the Christian Recorder 
were originally published in white newspapers. It is likely that a large number of the 
characters were initially intended to be read as white. These stories, however, when 
published in the Christian Recorder, must be read through the lens of black readership 
and identity. As Nazera Sadiq Wright explains in Black Girlhood in the Nineteenth 
Century, citing from Frances Smith Foster, “in these reprinted articles, representations of 
white characters become racialized as black” (33), allowing for an alternative reading of 
the stories themselves. The particular stories chosen for reprinting reveal a great deal 
about the editors’ perspectives on children. This reprinting did not regularly occur in the 
opposite direction, and Babyland gives no indication that its stories were originally 
published elsewhere. However, that is not to say that the stories were necessarily original 
to Babyland or that we can make any assumptions about their provenance. 
Although a number of stories in both periodicals feature transformation and 
children’s ability to transform themselves and those around them, I have chosen to focus 
on a selection of stories which I feel best represent these topics and their depictions in the 
periodicals as a whole. From Babyland, I will address “Ten Little Wolves”, “Play”, “But 
– Let Me Think”, and “Boy in a Bundle”. From the Christian Recorder, I will discuss “A 
Chicken Story: Which Turned Out to be About a Duck”, “What Myrtie Learned by the 
Fountain”, and “Kitty a Kitten”. 
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 The stories must be examined through fields such as animal studies to understand 
the imagery included within the stories. Many stories featuring children’s transformation 
focus on the change from a human to an animal form. These stories can thus be 
understood through the lens of animal studies and the larger use of animals in 19th 
century children’s literature.  Animals have long been included in children’s literature, 
often as a way of teaching morals. In her chapter for Animals and the Human 
Imagination, Michelle Superle analyzes children’s stories focusing on dogs and the ways 
in which they effect psychological transformations in the human characters. She argues 
that “the canine character’s status as a mythical hero rests on its ability to bridge the 
natural and human worlds, allowing child protagonists and their families to be reborn into 
a fuller humanity” (177). She discusses animal stories of the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries21 and yet her observations are not out of place in a discussion of the 19th 
century. In the stories under discussion in this chapter, it is the children who transform 
themselves into animals and become that bridge between the natural and the human 
world. 
Many 19th century children’s authors used descriptions of animals in their stories 
as a sort of pedagogic method. Theorists of the time often argued for the use of animals 
as a way of teaching children about kindness and generosity, as well as the nature of 
 
21 Her description of 19th century childhood and children’s literature reads overly generalized and 
does not necessarily encompass the variety of stories found in children’s periodicals. She argues 
that “childhood was set against adulthood as a time of innocence when imagination and creativity 
reigned, largely due to the child’s perceived connection with ‘nature’” (175). Although there is 
truth to this statement, and particularly to the “child’s perceived connection with ‘nature’”, this 
description does not fully describe the stories found in Babyland and the Christian Recorder, 
many of which include scenes of violence and darker undertones which undercut the idea of pure 
childhood innocence, encouraging readers to think about childhood in a more complex way.  
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humanity itself. In her text Animalia Americana, Colleen Glenney Boggs explores, in 
part, the Lockean educational theory focused on the separation of the human from the 
animal22. Locke was not the only theorist to focus on the importance of separating the 
human from the animal, thus using the nature of animals as a counterpoint against which 
to understand what it means to be human. And it is significant to note that 19th-century 
authors did in fact write against this, crafting texts where the distinction between the 
human and the animal was not quite so clear. 
 Kelly Oliver also discusses educational philosophies focused on animals in her 
book Animal Lessons, where she draws attention to the theories of Rousseau, who argued, 
in sharp contrast to Locke, for learning through identification with animals. She explains 
that, according to Rousseau, “the natural man learns from the animals and imitates them 
until his animal actions become second nature or habit” (56), in contrast to the “savage” 
who disavows their dependence on animals. Although she discusses this in the context of 
Rousseau’s support for vegetarianism, Oliver also draws upon his writings in Emile, 
where she finds an emphasis on children learning through imitation of animals and that 
“he claims that children should be exposed to all sorts of experiences and should not be 
sheltered from pain or suffering” (73). Although the authors in these periodicals are not 
necessarily drawing from either of these philosophical perspectives directly, they did 
engage with a view of education and children’s literature that embraced the importance of 
animals. Throughout these stories, we find depictions of children who learn what it 
means to be human through their explorations of what it means to be an animal. 
 
22 For example, writing about Emily Dickinson’s rejection of this theory, Boggs states that 
“placing herself in a position of ambiguity, where the human and the animal are conjoined and 
not yet separated, Dickinson engages the parameters of liberal subject formation to envision an 
alternative” (133). 
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 This becomes much more complicated when we consider the significance of 
stories published for black children. Images of animals were frequently used in literature 
of the 19th century and earlier. These depictions often served racist purposes, reducing 
black people to the inferior status of animals. Oliver discusses this history, explaining 
that “the proximity between oppressed peoples and animals is not just a contingency of 
history but a central part of Western conceptions of man, human, and animal” (25). The 
imagery used in the texts she describes depicted people of color as hypersexual and 
irrational, qualities usually assigned to animals.  
Animals were also used in many abolitionist texts. Brigitte Fielder explores the 
ways in which abolitionists used images of animals in an attempt to draw attention to 
“animalization as a particular mistake of enslavement: the American system of chattel 
slavery, by definition, treated people as though they were animals, and this was one of its 
many moral problems” (492). She argues that this is seen particularly in texts written for 
children where animal characters are used interchangeably with enslaved people. She 
argues that these writers use these comparisons differently than those texts which employ 
“scientific racism”, though still problematically, stating that “they used the particular 
status of beloved animals – family pets – to compensate for what they viewed as a 
potential failing of white, Northern sympathy: the inability to feel across racial lines” 
(498). For the authors represented in the Christian Recorder, this history of animalization 
of nonwhite people serves as part of the context against which they wrote their stories.  
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Play, Violence, and Responsibility 
Children’s play is a particularly important aspect of the children’s stories 
published in black newspapers. Although the majority of the stories in the Christian 
Recorder focus on realistic settings and characters, the writers of these stories still place a 
good amount of emphasis on imaginative play and children’s ability to be storytellers. 
This is particularly crucial when considering the history of black children’s 
representation in print media. As Wright discusses, when white authors write about 
young black children, “rarely are there scenes of play, and if black children are described 
as engaging in play, the period of their lives when they are able to do so is usually short” 
(62). By centering stories around black children’s play, these writers engage in a 
challenge of this depiction of black childhood. 
 However, when the writers of many children’s stories in the Christian Recorder 
introduce the idea of play, they use that play to shed light on anxieties and concerns 
present for the writers as well as for the readers. In this way, play within stories mirrors 
historical play. Wilma King explored in depth the play activities of antebellum children, 
particularly of enslaved children. Crucially, she found that play mirrored incidents that 
occurred in real life and that there was an undercurrent of violence and family separation 
which children worked to understand through play. As King explains, “in representative 
play, slave children became preachers, mothers, fathers, and auctioneers. Role play 
provided opportunities to face anxieties associated with slavery; however, play was not a 
solution to any psychological problems caused by slavery” (48). King describes the 
games of both white and black children in the south, arguing that overt violence was 
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more frequently found in the games of white children while black children were more 
likely to engage in verbal duels with games such as “playing the dozens” (48).   
This emphasis on orality and working through anxieties through narrative can be 
found in stories such as “A Chicken Story: Which Turned Out to be About a Duck”, 
published in the Christian Recorder on January 5, 1862. This story features two children, 
George and Susy, telling stories to each other on the roof of a barn. The text focuses on 
George’s story for most of the text. Despite the fact that George proposed telling 
“chicken stories” while looking at the poultry-yard, his story is not about a chicken but 
instead about a family of ducks and the fox who tries to trick them through his own 
transformation. Even the title of this story invokes the importance of change and 
transformation. The story, intended to be about a chicken, turned out to be something 
quite different.  
 George tells the story of a fox23 who decides to take on the voice of others in an 
attempt to lure the mother duck to a place where he could snatch her away. By telling the 
story through the viewpoint of the fox, George effectively transforms himself into that 
fox for the duration of his storytelling. The fox first tried to take on the voice of Susy, 
who had the task of feeding the ducks and chickens, but he found that he couldn’t make 
her “chick chick chick” call. Next, he decided to take on the voice of the baby ducks 
themselves. As George explains, “he knew that if their mother heard them crying, she 
would come in a minute; and he said to himself that if he could not call like a young girl, 
 
23 The image of the fox may be drawing on the Brer Rabbit tales, where a character named Brer 
Fox is frequently described as a “rascal” and as Brer Rabbit’s enemy. Brer Fox engages in violent 
actions, such as attempting to drown Old Man Terrypin or threatening to roast and eat Brer 
Rabbit. The fox’s tricks inevitably fail, as the trickster figure of Brer Rabbit manages to fool Brer 
Fox time and time again.  
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it was no reason why he should not cry like a young duck” (26). This tactic also fails and 
so the fox gives up on transforming himself altogether and, instead, frightens the baby 
ducks into crying out so as to draw the mother over to them. This works but because the 
fox is too heavy for the platform holding the nest, they all topple over into the water, at 
which point the ducks are able to escape while the fox panics. 
 Although George and Susy do not physically transform themselves in this story, 
they still work with the idea of change and establish their own place in the process. By 
acting as the storytellers, the children directly engage with transformation. When George, 
in his storytelling, takes on the role of the fox, he briefly inhabits the transformed subject. 
Through their engagement with the characters in these stories and by inhabiting the lives 
of different animals, the children learn lessons about humanity and the importance of 
protecting those around them. The act of transformation in this story carries with it a fear 
of separation and the destruction of family structures. Had the fox been able to 
successfully take on the voice of Susy or the baby ducks, he would have been able to 
capture the mother and take her away from her children. The impending separation of the 
mother and her children is the central fear of this story. The story also carries with it an 
undercurrent of violence, both on the part of the fox towards the ducks and on the part of 
George in his final response to the issue of the fox’s presence.  
For the two children, this story is not simply a fictional tale. At the end of the text, 
George reveals that there was indeed a fox trying to snatch either the baby ducks or the 
mother duck. Susy asks George, “was that the fox that was caught in our trap last night?” 
(16), to which George responds, “yes…and I’m going to have a pair of mittens made out 
of his skin” (16). George takes part in trapping and killing the fox who threatened the 
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other animals on their land. By making mittens out of the fox’s skin, he physically takes 
on the body of the fox, thus engaging in a more literal sense of transformation. George 
places himself and the others living at the farm in a position of authority over the 
animals, whether they are part of the farm or not. This authority is enforced through 
reminders of violence. Although the story focuses on the predatory nature of the fox, in 
the end the child takes on a predatory role of his own, acting out violence against the fox 
for the sake of protecting the animals on the farm. Speaking about the mother duck, 
George tells Susy, “I hope after that she knew enough not to make her nest in the woods 
and meadows, where nobody could take care of her. It is a wonder the fox had not eaten 
her up weeks before” (16). Throughout this story, George and Susy take on adult 
responsibilities of protecting those around them. In a sense, they act in a parental role 
towards the family of ducks.  
The intertwined concepts of protectiveness, adult responsibility, and violence are 
also present, but represented quite differently in stories found in Babyland. One 
particularly interesting story, published in July 1879, was titled “Ten Little Wolves” and 
focused on a little girl struggling to entertain her infant brother. She tries a number of 
different activities to keep him engaged, but still finds herself struggling as she cares for 
her brother on her own. Eventually, she realizes that she can transform her fingers into 
wolves in order to play out a story for her brother. It is interesting that she chooses to 
transform her fingers into wolves24. Fingers do not automatically lend themselves to 
 
24 The wolf holds a position of importance in fairy tale lore. We see the wolf in stories such as 
Little Red Riding Hood. Additionally, a number of Aesop’s fables involve the figure of the wolf. 
The wolf frequently takes on the role of a villain, typically tricking the innocent victim so that it 
can eat them.  
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specific animals, and so the choice is purposeful. The predatory nature of wolves forms 
the basis of her game. 
The girl moves all the toys into one area so that the “wolves” can start to attack 
that area. She begins with the wolves attacking completely inanimate objects: her 
brother’s top and ball. Then, she moves on to the more lifelike toys, telling him “here 
comes the two fore-finger Wolves after Ben’ny’s lamb and cat! Here comes two Mid-dle 
finger Wolves af-ter Ben-ny’s horses!” (59). Finally, the “wolves” go after Benny 
himself. The narrator states, “’and here,’ said she, jump-ing up with a ver-y big growl, 
‘come all the ten, hun-grier than ev-er, af-ter Ben-ny him-self!’” (59). The girl seems to 
have transformed her entire self into a wolf rather than just her fingers, as evidenced by 
her growl.  
This transformation brings with it an increase in power and the potential for 
violence. And yet, this moment does not inspire any real fear for Benny. Rather, the 
narrator goes on to explain, “up she caught him and ran off, growl-ing, with Ben-ny 
laugh-ing as hard as he could” (59). The narrator’s play is represented as a nurturing 
engagement with her infant brother. This play seems, in a sense, to be preparing the 
young girl for her own eventual adulthood, providing her with the skills to entertain and 
care for a young child, as well as providing her with a sense of power and authority. 
Although her play focuses on predators and their prey, with herself in the role of the 
predator, the emphasis of the story seems instead on family life and the creation of a bond 
between the two siblings.  
This story emphasizes the ways in which the child must take on aspects of 
parental roles, whether that means serving as a protector or simply playing with and 
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nurturing a younger sibling. Interestingly, her act of mothering takes on a predatory 
overtone, where she slowly transforms herself into the predatory creature, with her 
younger brother as the prey. Below the image of siblings playing together lies a much 
more ambivalent view towards that act of nurturing. This violence differs sharply from 
that shown by George and Susy. In “Ten Little Wolves”, the violence is, in the end, 
directed towards the charge rather than toward the external threat against that charge. The 
predatory nature of the wolf becomes part of the girls’ act of mothering, drawing into 
question her role as a nurturer, despite the entertainment that she manages to provide for 
her brother.  
For George and Susy, play occurs through an oral storytelling practice, a game 
which they appear to play regularly. Their story of violence carries with it an element of 
truth. Although they do not openly express much fear regarding this story, the events and 
the risk are true for them. The violence that George enacts on the fox is real, for the fox 
does indeed end up trapped and killed at the end of the tale. For Benny and his sister, the 
game is acted out. It becomes a physical enactment of a predatory scene where the older 
sister plays the predator towards her infant brother. And yet, there is always a feel of 
fantasy to it. In “Ten Little Wolves”, the older child uses transformation to place herself 
in a position of dominance but there does not seem to be any fear that the violence will 
become real. It is a distant concept from their real lives.  
The contrast between “Ten Little Wolves” and “A Chicken Story” serves to 
illustrate a larger divide in the representation of violence and childhood activities in these 
two periodicals, a divide which, although occurring later than the time period Wilma 
King wrote about, echoes some of the distinctions King found in the play of antebellum 
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children. Most significantly, the overt, acted out violence of “Ten Little Wolves” 
provides a stark contrast to the more distant, storytelling violence of “A Chicken Story”. 
These stories echo elements of play in the historical lives of black and white children, 
using those elements to explore family bonds and the importance of the child’s role 
within the family. Within these stories, children learn the nature of parent roles and 
relationships by performing a small version of that role. Both stories use play to 
encourage children to take on responsibility towards those around them. And yet, 
although the lesson is, on the surface, an innocent, childlike lesson, it is inflected with a 
tone of violence and with the constant memory of predation and the child’s potential for 
violence, a violence that is a direct part of their role in building and holding together the 
family. 
 
The Supernatural and Childhood Independence 
Despite focusing heavily on realistic stories with Christian messages, the 
Christian Recorder did publish a few stories which directly embraced elements of the 
supernatural and fairy tales. Fairy tales have a history and significance within African 
American literature. Writing about the Harlem Renaissance, Katharine Capshaw Smith’s 
observation that fairy tales “were a major factor in constructions of American childhood 
and of the domestic sphere” (30) can also be seen in these earlier stories. Writers for 
Babyland also incorporated supernatural elements into their stories, frequently focusing 
on young girl characters. Young girls often played a crucial role in these supernatural 
texts. In 18th and 19th century America, there was a pervasive belief that children were 
inherently capable of existing and communicating with both the real and the supernatural 
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world. In her analysis of the child’s role in the Salem witchcraft trials, Anne Mae Duane 
found a “willingness to believe that children were able to traverse the spiritual world, and 
more important, to believe that their reports of that world were credible” (Duane 50). 
This connection between children and the supernatural continues even to these stories in 
the latter half of the 19th century.  
In “What Myrtie Learned by the Fountain”, published in the Christian Recorder 
on December 30, 187525, the title character Myrtie desires to transform into a bird in 
order to fly away from her responsibilities and conflict with her mother. Speaking out 
loud to herself, she says, “I wish I was a bird, don’t I, though? Nothing to do but fly and 
sing, and drink and have a good time” (3). Although the phrasing seems in line with the 
light, cheerful tone audiences often expect from children’s literature, there is a thread of 
anger below the surface of this desire. This anger is linked with the animal imagery that 
Myrtie conjures. She imagines that she could do all the things she wishes to do if only she 
were free from the oversight of her mother, with no concern for the effect of that 
separation upon the other members of her family. This desire for independence only lasts 
until a mysterious, supernatural figure reveals the destruction that her transformation 
would wreak upon her family. An old woman wearing a red cap encourages Myrtie to 
return home. When Myrtie arrives back at the house, she realizes that her family is 
nowhere to be found. Myrtie examines all the rooms of the house, focusing particular 
attention on the empty beds in the various rooms.  
 
25 According to the Christian Recorder, this piece was originally published in Christian Weekly, 
although information about that publication is not widely available. Christian Weekly may be a 
reference to Illustrated Christian Weekly, published by the American Tract Society.  
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Myrtie is guided through this experience by an old woman referred to as “Red 
Hood”. By drawing on the Little Red Riding Hood fairy tales, this author draws upon a 
story arc focusing on girlhood and loss of innocence26. There is no wolf in this story but 
Myrtie still faces the loss of those she loves. Fairy tales were frequently developed in 
order to warn children about the dangers of disobeying the rules set forth for them. The 
spirit of those stories is present here, as Myrtie learns an important lesson from her direct 
interaction with Red Hood. In the house, Red Hood draws Myrtie’s attention to the 
family bible. Myrtie then finds that “there, in great black letters, are the names of all she 
loved, beneath the heading of ‘Deaths’ – Mother, Susie, David, Baby, and all” (3). 
Family bibles historically serve not only as instruction manuals and spiritual guides, but 
as a genealogical record. It is significant that this is the book into which Myrtie’s family 
disappears. The presence of the bible draws attention to this story’s instructive and moral 
elements while also reinforcing the importance of family history and records.  
As Myrtie looks upon her family members’ names written in the bible under 
‘deaths’, she reminisces about the comforts of family life and the family structure. The 
narrator explains that: 
And then there came quick remembrance of the tender mother love that had 
smoothed the rough places for her daughter’s feet; toiling on so patiently day after 
day to make the little home a happy place; of Davie’s sturdy, loving arms around 
her neck, and his brown eyes shining like great stars; of Susie’s timid, quiet voice 
and loving ways; of baby’s shout and crow of welcome that she must miss for 
evermore. (3).  
 
 
26 In his introduction to the Little Red Riding Hood narratives, Jack Zipes describes the shift from 
a story likely based on the “oral tale about a courageous and cunning girl who was proving she 
was ready to become a seamstress and could handle needles and wolves” to the Perrault version 
where “a naïve bourgeois girl pays for her stupidity and is violated in the end” (744). This 
interpretation, as well as implied warnings about sexuality, have endured into modern readings of 
the tale.  
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It is this reminder of family involvement that challenges Myrtie’s desire to transform 
herself into another creature, as that transformation would involve separation from her 
family, a separation which brings her very real fear and sorrow. Myrtie’s wish to 
transform to an animal state has a violent effect upon her family, placing her 
unintentionally into the role of a predatory figure. Her choices and wishes for freedom 
lead directly to the death of her family members. It is a predatory nature that Myrtie 
immediately regrets. 
And, in fact, the story addresses the on-going reminder that this experience 
serves, stating at the end that, “in the worried days that came after that, when she well 
nigh complained again, a memory came back of the lonely home, of her unforgotten 
dream, and she smothered all complaints by kissing the baby a dozen times instead of 
once” (3). Myrtie responds to future reminders of her wish for transformation and the loss 
that she experienced in the following moments by pulling herself closer to her family and 
reinforcing her relationships with them.  
Yet, that undercurrent of violence remains in the description of those ostensibly 
loving actions. Myrtie “smothered all complaints” (3) with her kisses for her sibling. The 
use of the term “smothering” brings up further images of violence. This phrasing refences 
the fact that, at the start of the story, Myrtie had felt overwhelmed and, in a sense, 
smothered by the influence of her own mother. The violence in the wording also echoes 
the deaths that her desire for independence had inadvertently caused.  Although the 
ending of this tale seems to adhere to a sense of childhood innocence, love, and Christian 
morality, the phrasing reveals a darker element to the story. The violence of this story, 
begun with Myrtie’s desire to become a bird and escape her obligations, becomes quieter 
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and more internal, but is never fully resolved. She maintains a sense of ambivalence 
towards the mothering role expected of her.  
As can be seen with the reference to her “dream” in this final line, this story 
wavers back and forth between the supernatural and the realistic. By pulling in fairy tale 
references including a mysterious older guide and the seemingly supernatural erasure of 
her family, the story incorporates a strong presence of fantastical elements. And yet, the 
author works to keep the story grounded in reality, reinforcing the idea that this was 
simply a dream. Additionally, the family disappears into the bible, emphasizing the 
religious and instructional component of this text. Although stories such as this engage 
with idea of fantasy and fairy tales, those elements are frequently modified by references 
to more realistic or religious elements27.  
 Fantastical elements are also found in the Babyland story entitled “Play”. 
Originally published in the December 1888 issue, it was re-printed in a collected book 
called Stories from Babyland. This story is told through the voice of a child who 
transforms herself into a series of other people and creatures – from a lady to a fairy to a 
cat. For this child narrator, the boundaries between the real and the supernatural are 
 
27 As Eric Gardner explained in Black Print Unbound, the Christian Recorder was founded, in 
part, to provide information and updates on the A. M. E. Church and maintained that religious 
influence throughout its publication history. This combination of the supernatural and the 
religious was not unique to this particular story. For example, the February 22, 1862 issue 
featured a story titled “Madge’s Bank” by an author identified only as Cousin Mary. In this story, 
Madge attempts to use a penny to grow a bush of gold. This story directly references fairy tales, 
with a line that describes “little dark, leafy nooks where a fairy tale can be conned from beginning 
to end without the least fear of discovery” (32). And yet, at the end of the story, the religious 
values return. When Madge’s father gives her money to purchase a gift for her mother, she 
chooses a bible. In contrast, although Babyland may have been published with a Christian 
audience in mind, the magazine does not seem to adhere to any particular denomination and the 
stories are largely devoid of specifically Christian references. 
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flexible. There is little difference in transforming into a fairy or simply another human 
person. 
Interestingly, the child not only plays with her own transformation, but also with 
the transformation of power structures within families. This becomes most clear when the 
child transforms herself into a cat. The narrator states, “play I was a kitty,/ And you were 
a mouse,/ So that I could chase you/ All around the house” (90). The child turns herself 
into a cat and her mother into a mouse, setting up a directly adversarial relationship 
where the child has the power and control and an ability to chase the parent. By invoking 
the relationship between a cat and a mouse, the author not only creates a predatory image, 
but a slow, torturous image. Cats are well known to toy with their prey, an image that the 
child reinforces by stating that they will chase the parent “all around the house” (90). 
With this act of self-transformation, the child positions herself in a place of dominance 
over the parent, altering the expected power dynamics and threatening the accepted 
family structure through predation as a form of play. In this story, the violence, directed 
at a parent, is presented as much more of a threat than in a story such as “Ten Little 
Wolves”. Presented in the form of a child’s rhyme, the inherent violence in this text is not 
immediately apparent, but only appears upon closer examination of the phrasing and 
specific images employed in the poem.  
 The child next becomes the parent’s twin, stating, “play I was your sister,/ And 
we two were twins;/ I’ll be Lulu Lacy,/ You be Minnie Binns” (91). This passage does 
not reverse familial power relationships but does set up the mother and daughter as 
equals, challenging the traditional authority of the parent over the child. And yet, it is also 
this setting up of the child as the parent’s twin and equal that precipitates the return to the 
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traditional structure and relationship between a parent and child. This familial 
relationship prompts the child to recognize that, “No, we couldn’t do that;/ ‘Cause, you 
know, the name,/ ‘Specially the last one,/ Has to be the same” (91). It is at this point, with 
this recognition of the relationship between narrator and parent, that the child returns to 
being a baby, protected and loved by the parents.  
Although it is phrased in a subtle way, the child recognizes a fear of separation 
from the parent and the traditional family structure and reverts back to being a baby 
under the authority of her parents. Interestingly, the young girl focuses particularly on the 
last name needing to be the same. In a societal structure where children are typically 
given their father’s last name, this emphasis on last name reinforces not only the 
daughter’s need to remain connected to her mother, but also the need to continue to 
adhere to a traditional family structure, one where the mother must also take on her 
husband’s name, thus ensuring that the children and the mother will bear the same last 
name. This same construct also implies, however, the eventual separation of the child and 
her mother as, presumably, the child will eventually marry and take a new name.  
 Despite the fact that this poem seems to have returned to a power dynamic where 
the parent has authority and control over the child, the penultimate stanza contains a hint 
that the child narrator does not see this as a permanent state. Two simple lines state that, 
“I am just a baby/ For a little while” (91). Although brief, these lines carry with them the 
implication that the child narrator recognizes that their position is not permanent and that, 
at some point, she will no longer be a baby and will no longer require the protection that 
she currently seeks from the parent.   
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Unlike Myrtie, this child is not guided by an older figure. Instead, the child is 
herself the person who controls the transformation process. The mother’s presence proves 
important in ending the game, but she does not speak or seem to offer any instruction 
throughout the text. Although this story continues to reinforce the importance of children 
remaining dependent upon and protected by the adults in their lives, the author arrives as 
this message in a different way, granting the children authority and power before 
allowing them to come to the realization that they are not ready for that authority. Myrtie 
reaches the same conclusion, but the guidance she is provided with is much more direct. 
She does not seem to have any power over the transformation itself, instead needing to be 
led by the red riding hood figure to the conclusion that independence and total autonomy 
are not necessarily ideal.  
Other stories veer away from magical beings such as fairies and Red Hood, but 
still maintain the supernatural ability of the child to transform into various other forms. 
The Lullabies and Jingles compilation of Babyland stories includes a story entitled “But 
– Let Me Think”. The original date of publication is not provided, but it was written by a 
woman writing under the name of Margaret Evtinge and opens with a boy’s wish to 
become a bird. The child explains that “I’d sign the very sweetest song was ever heard, 
was ever heard,/ And all the other birds should come to learn that song of me” (7). This 
song, like “Play”, focuses on the child becoming an authority figure. He wishes to 
transform so that they could have knowledge that others do not. He follows this wish with 
a stanza singing about becoming a flower and then one about becoming a brook. His 
ability to transform is not bound within the realm of animals. However, the emphasis on 
his enhanced abilities remain. As a flower, for example, “I’d swing and dance with every 
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show’r, with every show’r, with every show’r” (7). He echoes these abilities even within 
the phrasing of the song, where the repetition creates a feel of swaying and dancing. 
 Again, though, this desire to transform into other creatures or parts of nature is 
halted with the reminder of family structures and the potential loss of their relationships. 
In the third stanza, the child begins, “But – let me think – would I? No, no, I wouldn’t be, 
I wouldn’t be” (7), explaining that he can do all of the things that he wished to do as a 
bird or flower without changing. It is in the final paragraph, though, that he reaches the 
heart of his decision not to become anything other than a child, stating, “And they have 
no mamma to kiss, mamma to kiss, mamma to kiss,/ And no papa to love, nor yet an aunt 
to call them ‘pet’ and ‘joy;’/And so ‘tis better far, I think, to stay like this, to stay like 
this,/ And be a happy little child – a curly-headed boy” (7). It is the memory of these 
family ties and the thought that they could be lost to him through his self-transformation 
that brings the child back to wanting to stay a little boy. The child uses the phrase “I 
think” in the course of explaining this realization. In contrast to the firm statements in the 
transformative portion, the slight hesitance in this final segment of the poem is striking. 
Although the poem argues for the importance of remaining within the family fold, the 
child still displays a reluctance to give up the freedom he has envisioned throughout the 
text. 
The combination of natural imagery with this play in parent-child relationships 
worked within the broader scope of 19th century philosophies about the ways in which 
children learned. As Boggs described in Animalia Americana when discussing Locke’s 
theories on children’s interactions with adults,  
Children’s ability to learn from their parents hinges on their ability to develop a 
kind of empathy with their parents: they recognize their own ability to reason in 
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seeing what is “reasonable in” their parents and in turn reflect that reasonableness 
back on themselves by recognizing it in utilitarian terms as what is “useful and 
necessary for them.” (138) 
 
These children are not learning to enact an exact copy of their parent’s behavior. Rather, 
that behavior is evaluated through the lens of what is useful for the child. We can see this 
slightly cynical and pragmatic view playing out in these stories. Although the children 
learn that they must remain within the boundaries of their family structures, they do not 
seem to fully embrace those patterns. Rather, as Myrtie continues to long for freedom, 
and the child in “Play” looks forward to the day when she is beyond her parent’s 
authority, the children in these stories seem to take what is practical, while refusing to 
completely accept their dependent status. 
 The children learn these lessons through the use of animal imagery and through 
their desire to transform into animals themselves. These children have a complex 
relationship with the animal imagery into which they attempt to transform. They at once 
wish to become those animals, to embody the power and independence those animals 
possess, while also recognizing that they are separate from those animals and that they 
must eventually revert back to their own state. Although they still harbor the anger and 
desire for independence that was present at the start of the story, their experience of 
animal identification has led them to accept that, at least for the time being, they cannot 
obtain the authority that they long for.  
 Throughout these stories, a common thread weaves together ideas of family 
separation, shifting family roles, and anxieties surrounding children’s authority and 
independence. These stories invoke the history of fairy tales and folklore but re-work 
many of their elements, using them to explore contemporary issues and fears. Although 
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they reinforce the connection between children and the supernatural as well as between 
children and animals, they expose the threat of that connection and the way in which it 
challenges hierarchies of power and authority, creating a space where the child could 
engage in a level of control over their parents before reverting back to the prescribed 
roles. 
 
Transformation and Family Exclusion 
Three short stories published between 1862 and 1867 in the Christian Recorder 
focused on the character of Kitty King, a young girl who learns important lessons about 
religion and appropriate behavior and attitudes. Two of these stories involved heavy 
emphasis on transformation with one of those stories focusing on Kitty’s ability to 
transform herself. The first story, published June 7, 1862, was titled “Kitty a Kitten” and 
delved into the question of whether Kitty could, or should, transform herself into a 
kitten28. 
Kitty’s motivation appears to be largely an interest in escaping her regular 
household duties. In the very first line of the story, Kitty says that, “I wish I were a 
kitten…then I should not wear shoes, or learn spelling, or have to behave myself. I 
shouldn’t be naughty and feel so sorry for it afterwards” (92). Bridget, Kitty’s nursemaid, 
attempts to explain to Kitty that, unlike a kitten, humans have a soul and that is the reason 
why they feel bad when they do things they aren’t supposed to. At Kitty’s continued wish 
 
28 Another Kitty story focused on transformation was published on January 5, 1867. “Kitty and 
the Horsehair” focused not on Kitty’s ability to transform herself, but on her ability to transform 
objects around her. She attempts to turn a horsehair into a snake. Once again, this story reinforce 
the limits of children’s authority over transformation and the objects around them, as her father 
explains to her, “it is a law of God in creating things, that life brings forth life, and like produces 
like…Things have no power to change their nature. A horse cannot turn into a snake” (3).  
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to be a cat, her mother encourages her to behave as a cat for one day, emphasizing that 
Kitty can “do nothing but what kittens do” (92). In this story, the supernatural guiding 
figure is replaced with Kitty’s nursemaid and mother. Although this story avoids a 
fantastical tone, Kitty is still guided by older women who uses Kitty’s desire for 
transformation as a learning experience. They specifically use the nature of cats as an 
instructional tool for educating Kitty in how to behave at home and how to be a full 
member of her family and her community. At first, Kitty has great fun with the prospect 
of becoming a kitten. She crawls around on all fours, avoids her books, and refuses to 
pick up after herself.  
As in “Play”, Kitty desires to become a cat. However, her behavior is not 
presented as being quite as predatory as the child in “Play”. Here, Kitty embraces the 
more playful side of kittens, although she does place herself into a position of power, 
where she has no responsibility to pick up after herself or perform any of her duties. 
Instead, she is able to do whatever she likes and leaves others to clean up and keep the 
house running. However, the downside of transforming from a human to a cat becomes 
very quickly apparent when Kitty is left out of a trip to see a picture of Jerusalem, for, as 
her mother says, “it would be foolish to take a kitten; it cannot understand the beautiful 
picture; very likely it would only think of catching its tail” (92). It is Kitty’s mother who 
brings in references to feline predatory patterns, referencing a cat practicing chasing and 
pouncing on its own tail. This moment where Kitty is unable to participate in a family 
activity is the first moment where she realizes what transformation would cost her. This 
argument is further instilled when a place is not set for Kitty at the dinner table and the 
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adults around her do not make any moves to help her get ready for bed, as kittens do not 
have a bedtime.  
Separation from her family encourages Kitty to reject transformation and return to 
her place as a human girl. She tells her mother:  
I’d rather be Kitty King with a soul, than eight kittens without one. Mamma, I’d 
rather do things and learn, and be papa’s companion, and have you talk with me 
about being like Jesus, and thank God for his goodness, and pray. I’d rather do 
hard things than play all the time. I’d rather mind everybody than have nobody to 
care for me. (92) 
 
Kitty frames her options here in a very extreme way. As she views it, her choice is either 
to give up her independence entirely or to be left completely isolated. There is a dark side 
to this conclusion, in that Kitty must choose from two rather unsavory options. Although 
religious beliefs are a significant part of this story, it is worth noting that the first 
reference in here to God comes through her wish for her mother to talk with her. The 
importance of family acceptance and inclusion is deeply intertwined with religious values 
in this story, as it is with the story of Myrtie. Significantly, Kitty King’s mother and 
nursemaid encouraged her to play at becoming a cat in order to show her that she does 
not want to be an animal, but that she wants to remain a person. Against the backdrop of 
animalization of black people, this storyline becomes particularly important.  
The fear of family separation become most clear and frightening for the child in a 
story titled “A Boy in a Bundle”, written by an anonymous author for the September 
1890 issue. Although the child in this story does not transform into an animal, the story 
maintains many similar themes as the other stories. This particular text focuses on a 
family that is packing to leave their home in the city for some time at their summer 
cottage. The three-year-old boy Chester does not remember going to the cottage before 
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due to his age but is thrilled to be included on the trip this time around. He watches his 
mother and his uncle pack up all the possessions that they will need on their trip (which 
includes both practical items such as a work-basket and decorative pieces such as pictures 
and a clock). It is at this moment that his uncle makes the statement which sets off the 
main action of the story, telling Chester “now come, my boy, and let me wrap you up, 
too” (74).  
 Chester allows his uncle to wrap him up, effectively transforming him into one of 
the bundles wrapped in paper set to go as luggage to the summer cottage. Chester 
apparently believes that this is necessary, a thought process revealed when the narrator 
explains “he thought if he were a bundle he would be sure to go too” (75). This 
transformation of the boy into a bundle is significant to Chester because, for him, it 
implies inclusion on this trip with his family. He is aware that he is still a boy rather than 
a piece of luggage, but he seems to believe that if he plays the role of luggage, he is 
guaranteed inclusion. In contrast to the character of Kitty, Chester, a young white boy, is 
granted the choice of whether to be a person or an object. His race allows for continual 
transformation in a way that Kitty’s blackness does not.  
 When his mother unwraps him, chastising Uncle Tom for wrapping the child up 
in the first place, Chester begins to cry, fearing that he will be separated from his family 
and left out of an important family experience. The narrator explains at the end that 
“Mamma had to tell him that she was not going to be done up like a bundle when she 
went, before he would stop sobbing [emphasis in original]” (75). The mother’s speech 
reverses the transformation. By creating a level of equality between herself and Chester, 
the mother helps him realize that he is going to the country regardless.  
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 The fear present for Chester throughout this portion is that he will have to remain 
behind in the city, apart from his mother and uncle. However, it is clear to the adults 
within the story and those reading the story that Uncle Tom was simply playing a game 
with Chester and that there was never any real fear of Chester being separated from the 
others. Unlike Kitty, Chester is never actually left out of an activity. The seemingly fun 
elements of the story are tempered by the child’s fear at the end, a fear which, for the 
readers, likely has no basis in reality. In this particular facet, this text differs greatly from 
the stories such as Kitty’s.   
 These two stories focus heavily on the importance of being included in family 
life. These particular stories present a middle-class life involving summer houses, 
nursemaids, and visits to art galleries. Part of Kitty and Chester’s fears, in addition to 
being parted from their families, is also a fear of missing out on the opportunities 
afforded to them. More generally, however, these stories focus on the way in which 
children’s transformation relates not only to the structure of the family itself, but to their 
place in it. For Chester, the story begins with a desire to be included on the trip to the 
cottage. Kitty first realizes what this transformation will cost her when she realizes that 
she is missing out on an outing to see an art showing. Chester’s fear, unlike Kitty’s, is 
that he will be excluded if he does not change himself.  
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This emphasis on idealized domestic life occurred frequently within the Christian 
Recorder. As Chanta Haywood argued in her analysis of the newspaper, “they 
deliberately constructed model families, model children, and model behavior for an 
ethical or religious agenda and for political and social reconstruction” (417). Kitty’s 
stories fit neatly into this discussion. These ideal family constructions were not only 
found in the Christian Recorder. Babyland writers and editors also worked to reinforce 
an ideal image of family life in their stories and in their advertisements. One ad for the 
magazine itself posits the magazine as a key element in educating a family on appropriate 
behavior and family life (see fig. 8). The image features two families. One is a happy, 
harmonious family; the other is in chaos. The image argues that the key difference is that 
the happy family reads Lothrop magazines, including Babyland and that the discordant 
family reads sensational papers.  
Both periodicals aimed to educate children on their role within the model, 
harmonious family. The editors also included stories which addressed the child’s fear of 
Figure 8: “Two Homes” Ad 
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exclusion from the opportunities provided by family life. In the end, both Chester and 
Kitty decide that they would prefer to remain as they are, understanding that by doing so, 
they will not have to face exclusion and will be a full part of their households. As 
Haywood argued, these stories give family members, both children and adults, a model 
for how to structure their family and behavior. These stories use transformation imagery 
to address fears about family separation as well as to reinforce domestic ideals.  
Despite key differences between these texts, both stories address the same anxiety 
of exclusion from their families, although they do so in different ways. For Kitty, it is her 
independence and wish to become someone different that threatens family unity and her 
role in family life. Throughout the course of the story, she learns to move away from that 
desire and adhere more closely to the expectations of the adults around her. Significantly, 
her mother and nursemaid encourage her to take on the role of a cat specifically in order 
for her to learn that she does not actually wish to be an animal. She wants to remain a 
person. For Chester, the fear of exclusion is only brought on once he realizes that he can 
be transformed. He begins to fear that, should he simply stay as he is, he will be isolated 
from an element of family life. Throughout the story, he makes himself compliant to the 
instructions of the adults around him – first, his uncle, who encourages him to transform 
into an inanimate object, and then, his mother, who informs him that he will be included 
regardless.  
Although the story is presented in a lighthearted way, the author presents a child 
facing fear. Although he, unlike the other children discussed in this chapter, has not taken 
the initiative to transform himself, he is not protected from the fear of family fracturing or 
of being transformed into an object by the adults around him. That acquiescence has not 
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served to insulate him from the concerns that the other children face. It is only in the 
moment of transformation when he appears to feel a sense of security.  
 
Motherhood and Children’s Stories 
We must note the way that these stories depict the actions and mindset of the 
parents, and particularly the mothers depicted in the stories. At a time when many pieces 
of children’s literature focused on depictions of orphans, the emphasis on children’s 
family relationships throughout all of these stories is striking. In the process, these writers 
reinforce the mother/child relationship as the most crucial in these families. Although 
Kitty King mentions the loss of conversations with her father, he does not directly appear 
in this story. In Myrtie’s story, her father’s presence is unclear. He is not once mentioned 
in the course of the story. In the context of a black newspaper, this absence becomes 
significant. Gardner discusses the readership of the Christian Recorder amongst black 
soldiers, a role which took many black fathers away from their families (Gardner 130). 
In the story of Chester, the father again does not appear. Instead, the child 
interacts with his mother and his uncle. And in “But – Let Me Think”, although the 
mother, father, and aunt are all mentioned in the final stanza, the mother’s role is repeated 
three times, while the father and aunt are each mentioned only once. Although the family 
as a whole is at stake in both of these periodicals, the stories tend to emphasize the 
mother’s role as the central concern and anxiety within these two periodicals. 
In Myrtie’s story, for example, the author narrates ideal actions of a parent 
towards their child. When Myrtie is remembering the loving nature of her family, it is her 
mother who comes to mind first. The narrator describes the “quick remembrance of the 
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tender mother love that had smoothed the rough places for her daughter’s feet; toiling on 
so patiently day after day to make the little home a happy place” (3). This passage brings 
up a number of important details, chief among which is the mention of the mother’s 
constant labor to keep the home running smoothly and happily, a labor which had 
become ingrained as a sign of an ideal mother. Similarly, in “Play” in Babyland, when 
the child decides that they no longer want to transform into other beings, the stanza reads, 
“play I was a baby/That you loved to kiss;/ Put your arms around me,/ Such a way as 
this” (91). The emphasis is placed on the mother’s actions and the expectations of 
affection for her child. 
In Mothers and Daughters in Nineteenth-Century America, Nancy Theriot 
describes the concept of imperial motherhood, a view of mothers popular in the early to 
mid-nineteenth century which focused on the ideas of female suffering and self-sacrifice 
as well as a child-centered life29. As she explained, “one male writer went so far as to say 
that a woman seeking to escape the constant care of her children was unnatural, and that 
such an escape would transform her into a ‘monster’” (19). This language of 
transformation again resurfaces here, and once again is attached to the fragmentation and 
weakening of the family structure. Although the stories in Babyland and the Christian 
Recorder focus on the transformation of the child, they directly address the ways in 
which the child’s transformation directly affects the parent, at times even transforming 
 
29 Discussion of this type of perspective on motherhood can also be found in Elizabeth Maddock 
Dillon’s The Gender of Freedom. She argues that, in the 18th and 19th century, the female body 
frequently lacked autonomy and was considered bound to family and children. She also discussed 
the fact that men’s participation in the public sphere was often dependent upon the 
appropriateness of activities within their private sphere, especially the activities of women, 
requiring women to comport themselves in socially-approved ways in order to maintain their 
husbands’ images and social status.  
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the parent along with the child. We can see this most clearly in stories like “Play”, where 
the mother is transformed alongside her child in order to create the new power dynamics 
that the child envisions. It also appears in Myrtie’s story, where the mother, along with 
the rest of the family, was transformed into words on the page of the family bible. The 
mother’s status is in question just as is the child’s within these stories.  
This expectation of the mother’s selflessness within the household also coincided 
with the increasing distance of fathers from the household. Louise Stevenson explores the 
changing nature of the household in the 19th century, arguing that as fathers began to 
work further and further away from the household, tasks such as teaching children to read 
began to fall more to the mothers. Although the father had once been the head of 
education and religious instruction within the household, by the end of the 19th century, 
his role had been significantly diminished, a change which can be seen in these periodical 
children’s stories, where fathers are rarely present and mothers bear the bulk of 
responsibility for educating their children. This household education is present 
throughout many of the stories in both periodicals. Some stories, such as “Kitty a Kitten” 
feature educational scenes happening inside the home. Even outside of those stories, 
however, the children learn their key lessons within the confines of the home, typically 
through interaction with mothers or other women.  
And yet, at the same time, women’s independence was rapidly growing. New 
avenues for their activity and labor outside the house were opening up. In her dissertation 
entitled “Constructing the Essential Family”, Michele Adams argues that  
Other social trends, including women’s increasingly sophisticated (and diverse)  
education (see, for instance, Solomon 1985; also O’Neill 1989) and move (mostly 
for single and immigrant women) into the paid labor force (see, for example, 
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Degler 1980; O’Neill 1989), challenged some of these family roles, adding, as it 
were, “fuel to the fire.” (34) 
 
This shift was particularly apparent in the realm of education. Between 1830 and 1870, 
the teaching force across the country shifted from majority male to majority female. As 
explained by Allison Speicher in Schooling Readers, those teachers were frequently cast 
in the role of a secondary mother figure for their students30. Although Speicher addresses 
the fact that this increase in a female teaching force was partially driven by a desire for 
lower-paid teachers, she also pointed out the ways in which women were able to take 
advantage of their new position, stating that  
Most entered the field not out of a love of children, but rather out of financial 
need, the desire for independence and social status, or the hope of inspiring social, 
political, or spiritual change. Even while the model of the mother-teacher was 
being promoted extensively, women took advantage of the opportunity the model 
created without necessarily embracing the model itself. (137) 
 
Additionally, by the end of the 19th century, girls comprised the majority of the student 
body in secondary schools, as discussed in Jane Hunter’s How Young Ladies Became 
Girls, where she also discusses the more general rise in women’s employment.  
It is important to keep in mind that much of this research focuses on schools 
which primarily serve white students. Within schools intended for black children, the 
same statistics were not necessarily consistent. The gender of teachers shifted even with a 
move from the southern states to the northern ones. Through the extensive data he 
gathered for his book Schooling the Freed People, Ronald Butchart found that “southern 
men, whether white or black, were more likely to teach the freed people than southern 
women; northern black men and women served in virtually equal numbers. Among 
 
30 This association of female teachers with mothers was also discussed by Mary Kelley in Private 
Woman, Public Stage, where she explains that “there was a strong sense that women employed as 
teachers were serving as surrogate mothers” (62).  
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northern white teachers, on the other hand, men were less likely to teach than women” 
(81). For the authors and much of the readership of the Christian Recorder, published in 
the north, female teachers were common and education was a realm where women could 
hold some measure of authority.  
These shifts in employment do not seem represented by the stories in either 
Babyland or the Christian Recorder. Both periodicals emphasize the importance of 
women’s roles in the home, as caretakers and nurturers of their children. One important 
factor of women’s changing job prospects is that, although many women took these 
changes as a way to alter expectations for their futures, for society at large these shifts in 
employment and education continued to be linked with more traditional expectations for 
women’s roles and behavior. As Hunter explains, “the Journal even endorsed vocations 
for girls as a necessity, recommending especially typewriting and the taking of shorthand. 
What was critical was the justification. Girls needed an insurance policy, not a redirection 
of their life energies” (371)31. The majority female teaching force was justified through a 
link between teaching and motherhood. Girls’ education and vocational training was 
justified as a back-up plan rather than an alternative to marriage and motherhood.  
Many women did find careers outside of education. Women wrote for many 
periodicals, particularly for those which published stories for children. However, this 
career often conflicted with the image of womanhood which included marriage and 
motherhood. Many female writers of the 19th century remained unmarried and gave up 
 
31 Similarly, Mary Kelley points out in Learning to Stand and Speak that many 19th century 
writers did not view educational equality as a necessity. As Kelly explained, in the case of one 
particular student, “Primrose should disguise her learning in conventions of gendered deference 
and decorum, or, as her grandfather cautioned her, she should use her knowledge ‘with prudence 
and discretion’” (100.).  
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that aspect of private life for the sake of a public, writerly one32. These shifting 
expectations, plans, and ideals were frequently reflected in these women’s stories. Many 
children’s stories were indeed, written by women. Therefore, the places where children, 
particularly young girls, are given a measure of authority, prove quite interesting. 
Although the stories in these two periodicals tend to paint a more traditional, expected 
view of women’s role in the house, frequently depicting young girls learning how to care 
for even younger children, they push back against those expectations through the 
representation of the young children who long to transform themselves and practice 
moments of violence and shifting power relations.  
Throughout all of these shifts in the nature and meaning of motherhood and 
womanhood, it is important to keep racial assumptions about motherhood in mind. For 
black authors, there may have been more at stake in establishing the role and qualities of 
the black mother. Black authors were writing against a history which had established 
white women as the emblems of pure, domestic womanhood and motherhood, while 
establishing black mothers as “unnatural” and “unfeeling”. Many scholars have analyzed 
these representations, including Gabrielle Foreman who, in her text Activist Sentiments, 
particularly explores the mother figures in Our Nig to establish the way in which Harriet 
Wilson uses the image of a bad white mother in order to challenge the notion of the 
“naturally unfeeling” black mother (58)33.  
 
32 Mary Kelley elaborated on this aspect of women writer’s lives as well as on the sacrifices made 
for careers more generally, as when she explained that “the more education these women 
received, the harder they worked, and the more intellectually ambitious they were, the greater 
could be their sense of limitation and deprivation, of pointlessness and deep conflict” (77).  
33 For another example of this conversation, see Claudia Tate’s Domestic Allegories of Political 
Desire, where she discusses the way in which white women are constructed as pure, domestic and 
gentle, while black women were frequently depicted outside of the bounds of domestic life (25). 
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Through this lens, the tenderness of mothers described by both Myrtie and Kitty 
becomes particularly significant. The stories discussed here move between the tasks of 
reflecting concerns about the changing nature of families, but simultaneously reinforcing 
the role of black women and mothers, especially through the viewpoint of their 
daughters. Tate discussed the importance of these domestic settings for black woman 
writers, explaining that “the contrived settings and plot lines of the sentimental courtship 
story in black women’s post-Reconstruction domestic novels encode allegorical political 
desire in the form of fulfilled (rather than frustrated) liberational aspiration in the 
tropology of domesticity” (Tate 68). It is perhaps due to this large trend that the stories in 
the Christian Recorder, although many were written during the Civil War itself rather 
than during Reconstruction, focus heavily on the domestic responsibilities of the children 
and parents at the center of the tale. 
Wright describes the domestic roles of black women as discussed within these 
periodicals. As she states, “wives were expected to encourage their husbands and to 
create a home environment that was a refuge from the racism and proslavery ideology of 
the outside world” (25). Many black periodicals placed emphasis on depicting black 
mothers as the primary teachers of black girls. Wright explains that “this shift towards the 
presence of black mothers signaled a changing citizenship agenda for African Americans 
that was focused on improving black girls’ minds through education and refining their 
outer appearance through dress and manners” (29). This protective and educational home 
environment does seem to play out in many of the stories in the Christian Recorder, 
although there is a more fearful undertone to the stories and to the children’s eventual 
decision to abide by the expectations placed upon them. 
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Just as race plays a role in the ways in which motherhood was understood, race 
also played a role in the writing and publication of children’s literature. Neither Merry’s 
Museum nor Babyland specifies a race for their readership directly. And yet, several 
elements of the texts can indicate an assumed white readership. In her classic text Playing 
in the Dark, Toni Morrison explores the idea of this assumed readership, drawing 
attention to the fact that when a character is not identified as any particular race, it is 
generally assumed that they are white (as she explained in the discussion of one particular 
story, “Eddy is white, and we know he is because nobody says so” (72)). Similarly, in 
these periodicals, whiteness seems to be the default and characters are seen as white 
unless otherwise stated. 
Additionally, the images in children’s literature can be a key indicator of the 
assumed audience for a text. The images in Babyland also serve to reinforce this notion 
that the magazine’s audience is largely white. In another story, accompanying a black and 
white sketch which children were intended to color in themselves, the narrator states that 
“Jack’s hair was the color of gold. His cheeks were the color of wild roses”  (January 
1881, 14). It is accompanied by this image of a young boy making a “carriage” out of a 
chair, stool, and umbrella, intending to go visit his grandfather despite the stormy day 
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 (see fig. 9). This text is part of a series entitled “Pictures to Color and Draw”. These 
images offer an interesting perspective as this is a section which theoretically allows 
children a space for their own creativity. And yet, through the accompanying story, the 
writer narrows in the child’s creative ability by providing their own guidelines for how 
Jack should appear, including racial markers like blond hair. There are some notable 
exceptions to this pattern of blond, blue-eyed children, as in the May 1881 “Pictures to 
Color and Draw”, where the character Sue is described as “black-eyed, black-haired, red-
cheeked” (46), a description which is much more racially ambiguous. And yet, these 
descriptions are less common throughout the magazine as a whole.  
 Aside from the images included in the periodicals, the authors do not often 
directly identify the race of a character, but the physical descriptions can carry racial 
implications, even if those descriptions do not focus on skin color. For example, a story 
in the February 1880 titled “The Beauty of the Family” describes one sister, Lulu, as 
having “hair as yellow as sunshine, and her cheeks were pink as roses, and her eyes as 
blue as violets” (18). Kitty, the “beauty” identified in the first line, was also identified as 
Figure 9: “Pictures to Color and 
Draw” featuring Jack 
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having light hair like her sisters. The story then proceeds to focus on her innocence and 
sweetness, explaining that the reason she was called the beauty was  “because she was so 
rea-dy to ‘do things,’ and ‘to go,’ and to ‘give up,’ and be-cause she looked so glad and 
so hap-py all the time, that ev-e-ry-bod-y missed Kit-ty if they didn’t see her the first 
thing when they came in-to the house” (18). This description is placed alongside this 
picture featuring a young, blonde girl (see fig. 10).  
 
This focus on blonde hair and blue eyes alongside descriptions of innocent, sweet 
childhood is repeated in a number of stories throughout the periodical’s publication 
history, emphasizing a particular image of whiteness and childhood. Robin Bernstein 
explores this dichotomy between white and black childhood in Racial Innocence, where 
she argues that “white children became constructed as tender angels while black children 
were labeled as unfeeling, noninnocent nonchildren” (33). This becomes significant in 
periodicals such as Babyland, where the children, particularly girls, are frequently 
described in a way that emphasizes their whiteness alongside their innocence. 
Many of the writers for the Christian Recorder work against this representation of 
black and white childhood, presenting black girls as sweet, innocent children. This 
becomes especially apparent in a story like “Kitty a Kitten”. Both Babyland and the 
Figure 10: Illustration from “The 
Beauty of the Family” 
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Christian Recorder contain stories of young girls transforming into cats. And yet, the 
way in which that transformation is portrayed differs greatly. In contrast to the little girl 
in “Play”, who became a cat largely in order to take on the predatory characteristics of 
that cat, Kitty became a cat simply to play. “Kitty a Kitten” downplays the predatory 
traits of cats, emphasizing instead their playfulness. The author of this story separates 
Kitty from the violence inherent to cats, maintaining the young girl’s innocence in a very 
striking way. By representing both cats and Kitty in this way, the author makes steps 
towards reclaiming childhood innocence in the depiction of black girls, a representation 
that had often been reserved for depictions of white girls.  
 
Children’s Independence 
The stories in both the Christian Recorder and Babyland present a complex view 
of children’s independence and autonomy. These stories tend to waver between the desire 
to reinforce behavior and the desire to provide a path towards independence. The writers 
and editors represent children’s transformation frequently as a threat to family structures, 
and yet they do leave a small space for children’s authority. Many stories hint at the 
child’s eventual adulthood. In Babyland, this comes across most clearly in “Play”, where 
the final line explains that “I am just a baby/ For a little while” (91). The child narrator 
emphasizes the impermanence of childhood and the fact that the child will one day be 
independent of the parents. The power dynamics under which the child narrator must 
operate are only temporary and one day, they will occupy the role of the parent in this 
story.  
 101 
 
Myrtie’s story emphasizes her eventually aging into adulthood. For her, though, it 
is represented quite differently. The end of the story emphasizes that Myrtie continues to 
have moments where she complains and wishes to escape her responsibilities. The 
narrator states that “when she well nigh complained again, a memory came back of the 
lonely home, of her unforgotten dream” (3). Her experience did not erase her desire for 
independence and freedom. Rather, it provided her with a way of regulating those desires, 
by remembering what she would be losing. That space remains for Myrtie’s discontent 
and her visions for a different type of life than the one that she currently lives. This desire 
is pushed down, but that does not stop it from existing for Myrtie.  
More interesting, however, is the action she takes following that moment, when 
“she smothered all complaints by kissing the baby a dozen times instead of once” (3). 
Here, Myrtie takes on a sort of nurturing role, subverting her desire for independence and 
separation from family into playing a type of mothering role, showing affection towards 
the baby. Although she is caring for a sibling rather than her own child, this emphasis is 
still significant in hinting towards Myrtie’s most likely future. Myrtie is a child and yet 
she is pictured taking on many of the responsibilities of the household, allowing adults, 
particularly mothers, to see themselves in her as well. Similarly, stories such as “A 
Chicken Story” also emphasize nurturing and protecting as essential tasks that the 
children must learn. 
Kitty’s story speaks perhaps most clearly to the expectations placed upon adults 
as they age out of childhood. The very final line of the story reads “And the little girl 
learned that day what older people are so slow to learn, that change of condition brings 
no escape from trial, and that our true work is to master evils, rather than dodge them” 
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(92). This line speaks to a level of independence that Kitty would gain as she grows into 
adulthood. Interestingly, in a sense, it places her in a position of authority over those who 
are currently adults, emphasizing that she had already learned “what older people are so 
slow to learn”. Kitty has taken on this lesson of working through troubles and 
overcoming trials, which puts here into a position where she can act as an instructor for 
adults.  
The child in “But – Let Me Think” is granted a level of independence even as a 
child. As he explains in his third stanza, part of the reason that he does not truly desire 
self-transformation is because “I can sing, and I can play,/ And I can swing, and dance 
and see, and dance and see, and dance and see/ the grass, the sky, the field and all around 
as well as they” (7). This child can perform all of the actions that he wishes to do without 
changing from being a child. The representation of this narrator challenges the notion of 
children’s dependence on others. The child in this story seems to have a high degree of 
autonomy and ability to determine how he will spend his days. He has a level of freedom 
and time for play that we do not necessarily see in many stories.   
These stories of transformation create spaces for authors to explore concerns 
about family life and behavior.  However, that is not their only purpose. These stories 
also provide a space for writers to subvert expectations about the role of children. By 
depicting children who have the ability or desire to transform themselves, these writers 
play with ideas of power and authority, inverting those dynamics as well as offering an 
example for children of what adult life offers them. At times, children are able to place 
themselves in positions of authority above that of adults or lay claim to knowledge and 
abilities that adults may not have, often by inhabiting the role or character of various 
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animals. Although these moments are often short-lived, they do instill an idea of 
children’s potential to alter the expectations placed upon them in small ways.  
The Christian Recorder and Babyland publish stories which emphasize the 
importance of the relationships between children and adults. These stories address issues 
of motherhood, independence, and expectations of family roles and involvement while 
providing a space for more subversive behavior where children are granted a level of 
independence and even authority over adults. It is through engaging with an animal 
transformation that children are able to learn about their place and role in human society, 
simultaneously learning correct standards of behavior and crafting a space for their own 
independence and eventual autonomy. 
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Chapter Four 
“And a Little Child Shall Lead Them”: Enchanted Sleep and the Child’s Image in “Little 
Dansie’s One Day at Sabbath School” 
 
For many writers of periodical literature, children’s stories were not intended only 
for children. Rather, the authors for periodicals such as Babyland and the Christian 
Recorder wrote stories that are more accurately viewed as family literature, intended for 
an adult audience as well as a child audience. These stories often focused primarily on 
child characters but they incorporated themes and lessons for both readerships. In 1897, 
an author named Gertrude Bustill Mossell picked up childhood tropes such as enchanted 
sleep for her story “Little Dansie’s One Day at Sabbath School”. However, she used this 
tradition in a way which challenged the history of the trope and revealed the particular 
dangers for young black girls attempting to navigate late 19th and early 20th century 
American society.  
Although the story identifies Dansie as the central figure of the text, beginning 
with her the inclusion of her name in the title, the story soon makes it clear that the story, 
at its core, is not about Dansie herself, but is rather about young black girls navigating 
early 20th century American society. Mossell focuses attention on larger institutions, 
specifically religion, education, and, most importantly, medicine. In her focus on these 
aspects of black American life, Mossell does not necessarily address physical spaces, but 
rather the systems that structure people’s lives and, systems which offer guidelines for 
behavior and thought. I focus more on the relationships between the child and authority 
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figures such as doctors and teachers, with attention paid to the ways that the varying 
contexts affect those relationships. 
Through her discussion of Dansie’s experiences navigating these structures, most 
significantly the hospital and medical system, Mossell draws attention to both the 
potential of medicine but also how it failed to serve the interests of a girl such as Dansie. 
Through the depiction of childhood innocence and her examination of the role and 
significance of medicine and hospitals, Mossell forces readers to confront questions of 
race and injustice, lessons intended as much for adult readers as for the child readers the 
book was ostensibly published for. The transformation of Dansie from life to a state of 
enchanted sleep brings attention to the institutions within which she must navigate and to 
the ways that her body and her voice are co-opted by others. Through this story, Mossell 
shows that even those people and systems that seem kind or well-intentioned can fail 
black girls and women, reducing them to a utilitarian status to serve others’ ends.  
Previous chapters have addressed the role of the child in helping to develop 
children’s literature, as well as the how the child’s image is used to examine the threat of 
family disintegration, thus educating children on their role within the family and within 
society more generally. This chapter joins in this conversation by bringing adults back 
into the text, focusing on the how adults have the ability to control the images of children, 
but also the threats inherent to adults, and particularly black adults, in the institutions that 
surround them. Mossell’s text, drawing upon the history of periodical literature and fairy 
tale lore, offers a lesson not only for her child readers, but for her adult ones as well, 
urging them to consider the role that they play in the depiction and transformation of 
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child characters as well as the how those depictions and transformations in turn affect 
them.  
 
Gertrude Bustill Mossell and the Periodical  
By the late 19th century, Gertrude Bustill Mossell was a well-known figure in the 
realm of periodical writing. Her texts appeared frequently in black as well as white 
newspapers, typically speaking to domestic concerns. As Rodger Streitmatter explained 
in Raising Her Voice, “through her ‘Our Woman’s Department’ column, Mossell gave 
female readers practical advice on running a home and raising children” (38). Although 
her work is not well-known currently, she had an impact on her contemporary readers. As 
Streitmatter explains, “her extant newspaper columns and articles…illuminate a journalist 
who served her newly emancipated readers not only as a chronicler of the issues and 
events of the day but also a family advice columnist, a voice of morality, a civil rights 
activist, and a supporter of the expansion of women’s rights” (318). Mossell was 
particularly interested in issues facing black women, as evidenced by her larger text The 
Work of the Afro-American Woman, published in 1894, where she highlighted the 
accomplishments of black women in a variety of fields. 
The layout of this text provides some insight into Mossell’s particular interests. 
She focuses heavily on women involved in literary fields, with “A Sketch of Afro-
American Literature”, “The Afro-American Woman in Verse”, and “Our Women in 
Journalism” comprising three of the first four chapters of the text. This text also 
emphasizes the importance that childhood and education held for Mossell. She frequently 
used metaphors of childhood throughout the text, stating for example that “woman 
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desires to carry into effect the hopes that have grown with her growth, and strengthened 
with her strength from childhood days until maturity” (115). The importance of education 
is also explored in the introduction, where Mossell provides a long list of female 
educators, identifying their names, roles, and school affiliations (10-13). When multiple 
women work together, she groups them, emphasizing the importance of community and 
women working with one another.  
She also draws attention to the role of men in this larger goal of improving the lot 
of women. In her introduction, she states that “the men of the race, in most instances, 
have been generous, doing all in their power to allow the women of the race to rise with 
them” (10). This line from the introduction seems, on the surface, quite positive towards 
male leaders. However, that small phrase “in most instances”, creates doubt for the reader 
of how well these leaders actually serve the interests of women. The descriptions of these 
men as “generous” and “allowing” women to rise creates an image of men who do not 
truly respect women as equals, deserving of the same rights that men hold. As Mossell 
describes it, the men hold the power and have the ability to choose who to share it with. 
Although this line seems to praise male leaders, there is an underlying tone here that 
questions this gender hierarchy.  
One of Mossell’s best known works is her long-standing column, the “Woman’s 
Department” in the New York Freeman. Within the magazine, this column was given a 
significant level of respect and importance, placed beside articles discusses politics and 
world events. As Nazera Sadiq Wright explains in Black Girlhood in the Nineteenth 
Century, “the cross-pollination layout strategy suggest that domestic activities, the 
politics of the nation, and current events of the world would not have been viewed as 
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mutually exclusive” (99). Mossell’s work was imbued with ideas of justice and with large 
societal concerns. Although many of her columns offered seemingly simple advice, she 
also strove to encourage women in particular to seek change and purpose for themselves 
and for their children. On February 20, 1886, she challenges the idea that women have 
the privilege of being protected and supported by men. She states that  
A young woman, by virtue of a fine education and natural abilities, is able, as a 
teacher, to earn, say, a thousand dollars a year. A young fellow asks her to 
relinquish this and join him in founding a home, her part in it, being, perhaps, 
mainly to stay in the house and overlook the house-keeping. She may consent to 
do so, with most happy results both to herself and him; but one essential element 
in happiness must be that by so doing she does not place herself in a position that 
shall create a painful sense of dependence. (February 20 1886) 
 
In another article, she discusses woman-owned restaurants and offers advice on how best 
run one (January 9 1886). She also offers advice for home life. In that same January 
issue, she describes a test to find out whether any water has gotten into the milk. She 
explains that “one sure way is to dip a well-polished knitting needle into a deep vessel of 
milk, and then immediately withdraw it in an upright position. If the milk is pure, a drop 
of the fluid will hang to the needle, but the addition of even a small portion of water will 
prevent the adherence of the drop” (January 9 1886). Interestingly, even in this article, 
Mossell plays with the idea of transformation, turning a knitting needle into a tool to test 
milk.   
Despite her success within the periodical genre, on rare occasions she wrote 
stories to be published outside of periodical venues. One of these stories in particular, 
“Little Dansie’s One Day at Sabbath School” provides a helpful insight into Mossell’s 
thinking on issues related to childhood as well as to larger structures such as religion, 
education, and medicine. Following her death, Dansie is represented as sleeping rather 
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than as dead, challenging the finality of her death and ensuring that she would continue to 
serve larger symbolic purposes indefinitely. 
Mossell’s success within the realm of periodicals encourages us to question why 
she chose to write this particular book outside of the periodical genre. Some answers may 
be found in the fact that this story was initially published for use in schools. The story’s 
educational qualities are thus at the forefront of its history and function. By publishing 
this outside of a periodical and, instead, as a schoolroom text, that emphasis on education 
comes more sharply into focus. Published at the start of the 20th century, this text joins in 
the nineteenth century tradition of Sunday-school pedagogic fiction. In Who Writes for 
Black Children, LuElla D’Amico explains in her chapter “Finding God’s Way: Amelia E. 
Johnson’s Clarence and Corrine as a Path to Religious Resistance for African American 
Children”, “Sunday-school fiction was the most obvious means by which ethical 
instruction was imparted to nineteenth-century children” (D’Amico) and that although 
“these texts generally had an unstated white middle-class audience, yet they were one of 
the few mediums that would reach the hands of children of all races” (D’Amico). Mossell 
takes this genre and flips one key aspect of it. Where the stories traditionally had an 
unspoken white audience, her story seems to have an unspoken black audience, 
particularly given the content of her other writings. 
Interestingly, this text also seems to address adults alongside the children who 
would be expected to read it. As a text intended for schoolchildren, this text would also 
have been placed in the hands of adults such as teachers and parents, broadening the 
readership. Many characters within the text are adults and, in fact, some of those adults 
are the characters who learn the biggest lessons within the text. This is particularly 
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significant given the fact that Mossell’s best known contribution to periodical writing was 
an advice column she wrote for adult women. Her writing background was largely 
focused on adult readers and although this story was published for use with children, that 
literary background does not disappear, although it is somewhat more hidden.  
Although many scholars have written on the ways that adults impact children’s 
literature, as discussed in Chapter 1, far fewer have explored how children’s literature 
instructs adults. Capshaw is one key scholar who discusses adult readership of children’s 
books. She addresses ideas of adult readerships for children’s literature in Children’s 
Literature of the Harlem Renaissance. In this text, Capshaw explores the idea of dual 
address, where literature, particularly drama, speaks to both children and adults at the 
same time. In Civil Rights Childhood, she also argues for this different way of looking at 
children’s literature, one which incorporates families as a whole and, particularly, the role 
that adults play in reading and analyzing children’s literature. In her discussion of the 
Black Arts Movement, she analyses the patterns of adults buying children’s books to read 
for themselves (170). Capshaw also explores the importance of texts as an oral narrative, 
referencing traditions of public readings, explaining that “certainly the vernacular voice 
on the page asks to be considered as a version of the oral, even if it is not to be read out 
loud in public settings” (167). This emphasis on orality also brings into the conversation 
a focus on communal reading and sharing of readings, consistent with the idea of family 
literature, intended for more than an individual reader. 
Similar ideas of adult education through stories ostensibly meant for children 
were also present earlier in the 19th and early 20th centuries. In Black Print Unbound, Eric 
Gardner argues that black writers and publishers were interested in community education. 
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He points to the fact that Sabbath school libraries were frequently intended for whole 
families, as a way of encouraging wider literacy. This extends to stories published in 
periodicals such as the Christian Recorder, shown in such elements as a specified 
“Family Circle” section. This portion of the magazine published stories that read as 
children’s stories and, yet, the title “Family Circle” encourages an understanding of these 
stories as texts and educational tools for adults as well as for children.  
In Reading Children, Crain also argues that one of the important roles of 
children’s literature is to connect generations and represent a view of childhood that 
provokes nostalgia for adult readers. She describes the view of Charles Lamb, that 
childhood in stories “has nothing to do with children or their desires at all but everything 
to do with an adult’s conflicted, aestheticized longing for the past” (Crain). Although 
these books are intended for children, the writers carve out a space for the adults who 
read the books alongside those children, creating a type of family literature rather than a 
literature meant exclusively for children.  
In “Little Dansie’s One Day at Sabbath School”, Mossell describes the 
experiences of a young black girl named Dansie. In the story, Dansie attends Sabbath 
school for one day. There, she learns the lesson of Jesus laying down his life for his 
friends from her teacher Ellsworth. She decides that this is the ideal she wants to attain 
for herself. The following Sunday, the entire class leaves for a special event in 
Chamounix. As she, her elderly, partially-deaf teacher Ellsworth, and the other students 
attempt to board a train headed for Chamounix, Dansie notices that Ellsworth, who 
cannot hear the other train, is about to be hit. In an effort to save him, she pushes him out 
of the way. Unfortunately, her dress catches, pulling her into the line of the train, where 
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she is then hit and injured by the train. She does not die immediately but is taken to the 
hospital, where she then dies from her injuries. In the end, Ellsworth preaches a sermon 
to his congregation, reflecting upon Dansie’s death as an example of the ultimate 
sacrifice and obedience to God and his laws. Importantly, he describes Dansie not as 
dead, but in a sort of enchanted sleep reminiscent of fairy tale lore. 
 
Fairy Tales and Black Girlhood 
 Mossell was not the only author writing on this relationship between sleeping and 
death with regards to black girlhood. Similar stories appeared in periodicals, that very 
same medium that Mossell so frequently used. As one example, on June 8, 1861, the 
Christian Recorder published a story titled “Little Annie”. This story told the story of a 
young girl who died in a tragic accident at her father’s mill. It is narrated by the girl’s 
schoolteacher and ends with a plea to let that teacher “tell you the sad story of the little 
one who sleeps there, and the lesson it has taught me, which I never can forget” (88). 
This story contains similar sentiments and plotlines as the story told by Mossell, although 
this text is much shorter and contains less of an emphasis on institutions such as medicine 
and religion.  
Dansie also shares a number of similarities with the figure of Josie in The Souls of 
Black Folk. Although this text tells the story of W.E.B. Du Bois coming to a recognition 
of his place in American society, “Of the Meaning of Progress” could also be seen as the 
story of Josie, a young black girl who struggles throughout her life, and dies without ever 
reaching womanhood. Josie is a girl who wishes that she could go to school but must stay 
home and continue to provide for the family. When Du Bois returns after a long absence, 
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he discovers that Josie has died, following years of hard work and heartbreak. In 
describing Josie’s death, Du Bois states that she “worked until, on a summer’s day, some 
one married another; then Josie crept to her mother like a hurt child, and slept- and 
sleeps” (59). Although Josie is presented as a teenager, significantly older than Dansie, 
she shares elements of Dansie’s story. Most crucial is the representation of her death as a 
form of sleep and, particularly, a sleep described in the present tense.  
In all three of these stories, the girls’ deaths are used to symbolize larger lessons 
which the narrators need to learn. The transformation of their deaths into an image of 
sleep is crucial in the service of this goal. Authors of stories such as these transform the 
girls’ deaths into a state of sleep rather than death, challenging the finality of their deaths 
and ensuring that the girls would continue to serve larger symbolic purposes indefinitely. 
This link between sleep and death has a long history in literature, particularly 
within fairy tale lore. The popularity of fairy tales within American publishing fluctuated 
throughout the 19th century. With the publication of Grimm’s Fairy Tales in 1812, the use 
of those tales and their elements in the literature of the time rapidly increased, 
particularly within texts published overseas in England. And yet, in the first half of the 
19th century, many editors and publishers in the United States challenged the 
incorporation of fairy tale elements in children’s literature34. They argued that these texts 
did not embody Christian values and that they were too irrational for wide use by 
children.  
In the second half of the 19th century, this began to change as publishers sought 
out copies of fairy tales. Many American writers also began to create their own fairy 
 
34 Paul Ringel delineates the various changing opinions on fairy tales in American children’s 
literature in his text Commercializing Childhood 
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tales. Nathaniel Hawthorne published A Wonder Book for Boys and Girls in 1852, mixing 
Greek mythology with American ideals and aesthetics. Similarly, many children’s 
periodicals began to feature stories which included fantastical elements and fairy tale 
creatures. By the start of the 20th century, the tropes of fairy tales had become much more 
common in children’s literature. As Paul Ringel explains, these imaginative stories “were 
part of an alternative literary approach that provided a strategy for imagining and 
managing the threats of social change” (126). By the time Mossell wrote “Little Dansie”, 
fairy tale structures and tropes had become an important part of children’s literature, and 
a tool for addressing changing social norms and teaching children about expectations of 
proper behavior.  
There are many different variations of the Sleeping Beauty tale across a variety of 
cultures and eras35, but the version by the brothers Grimm is likely one of the more 
familiar to an American audience at the start of the 20th century36. In the mid-19th 
century, two brothers, Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, published a story they titled 
“Dornröschen”, or “Brier Rose”. This story, as well as the 17th century French version 
“Sleeping Beauty” by Charles Perrault, centers on a young girl cursed to die by being 
pricked with a spindle. However, as described by the brothers Grimm, a final wise 
 
35 In his edited collection of fairy tales, The Great Fairy Tale Tradition, Jack Zipes addresses 
three different stories under his section titled “The Fruitful Sleep”. He begins with the Italian 
“Sun, Moon, and Talia” by Giambattista Basile, then the French “Sleeping Beauty” by Charles 
Perrault, and finally the German “Brier Rose” by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm. This final story, 
often referred to as “Sleeping Beauty” rather than “Brier Rose”, is the one which has remained 
the best known and, alongside “Snow White”, serves as the prototypical description of enchanted 
sleep within fairy tales.  
36 In his article “Repudiating ‘Sleeping Beauty’”, U.C. Knoepflmacher makes the argument that 
despite the many references to Sleeping Beauty by the start of the twentieth century, it was a 
particularly difficult fairy tale for women writers in particular to work with, due to its troubling 
content and the excessive patience and passive nature of the main character.  
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woman steps in to improve the situation, stating that “although she could not undo the 
evil spell, she could nevertheless soften it. ‘The princess will not die…Instead she shall 
fall into a deep sleep for one hundred years’” (Zipes 696). Importantly, this curse is not 
intended to teach a lesson to the child herself, but rather to her parents. Although fairy 
tales are frequently used to educate children, there is an element of adult education 
present in stories such as this one. In an effort to save the infant girl, a second witch 
provides a spell of protection, announcing that the princess will simply fall into a deep 
sleep rather than die. Similarly, Dansie falls asleep, as Mossell describes with the line 
“then the sweet voice ceased, and the child lay in a soft slumber” (8). The following 
paragraph reads “before the evening came again it was all over, and the sweet child was 
in the arms of Greatest Friend known to all the human family” (8). Dansie’s death is 
described euphemistically, replacing the image of death with an image of soft slumber, 
linking Dansie to this history of enchanted sleep, a type of sleep which protects the 
princess from her impending death. 
This fairy tale trope is not as out of place as it may initially seem in a 
conversation surrounding medicine. As explained in A short History of Anesthesia, 
“literature is full of references to wondrous sleeping potions, ranging from Snow Shite’s 
apple to Shakespeare” (Rushman et al 1). In many of these stories, including the tale of 
Sleeping Beauty, an outside element is brought in to induce that state of enchanted sleep, 
an imagery that resonates with the idea of anesthesia. Although Mossell does not use an 
enchanted object to induce sleep, she brings the imagery of enchanted sleep into the 
hospital, thus emphasizing the place that sleep and death play in medical practice as well 
as in narrative structures surrounding young girls. This imagery of enchanted sleep also 
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serves Mossell better than the imagery of death itself. Enchanted sleep carries with it the 
potential for the sleeper to eventually be reawakened. By transforming Dansie’s body 
from death to enchanted sleep, Mossell removes the finality of death, thus opening up a 
space for potential change and future action. It is this enduring potential that makes 
Dansie such a potent symbol for discussions of social issues.  
The trope of death as sleeping has a long literary tradition even outside of the 
fairy tale genre37. Many of the stories involving fairy tales and their re-tellings, feature 
white rather than black children, applying the fantastical and magical nature largely onto 
white girls. However, this tradition was not solely used by white authors. In her chapter 
“Innocence in Ann Plato’s and Susan Paul’s Black Children’s Biographies” for Who 
Writes for Black Children, Ivy Linton Stabell discusses the trope that she refers to as the 
joyful-death format. Linton Stabell explains that this format describes “the lives and 
deaths of children who fell ill at a young age, learned to accept their fate through faith, 
and provided an example of piety and innocence in their selfless ends” (Linton Stabell). 
Dansie’s death falls into this category, as she recognizes the significance of the religious 
teachings she’s received, and uses those teachings to come to an acceptance of her death. 
Linton Stabell draws attention to the importance of this trope within African American 
children’s literature. When discussing the writings of an author named Susan Paul, Linton 
Stabell explains that  
By asking her readers to assess an individual’s value by his or her actions instead 
of skin color, she directs them to notice the parallels between Jackson’s story and 
other joyful deaths they would likely be familiar with. The Memoir co-opts this 
biographical form to undermine the hardened social equation linking innocence 
and its power only to whites. (Linton Stabell) 
 
37 Consider, as an example, the scene of Beth’s death in Little Women. Shortly before the moment 
where Beth dies, the narrator explains that “those who have sped many parting souls know that to 
most the end comes as naturally and simply as sleep” (Alcott 553).  
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In addition to joining in the fairy tale tradition of enchanted sleep, Mossell also enters 
into the trope of joyful-death.  
By taking on these traditions, and applying them to the representation of a young 
black girl, Mossell emphasizes childhood innocence for black girls. As explained by 
scholars such as Robin Bernstein, white girls were frequently depicted in American 
literature of the 19th century as pure, innocent, and domestic while black girls were held 
outside the realm of childhood, often included only to show the generosity and humanity 
of white girls. Mossell was not the only author in the 20th century working to reclaim a 
sense of childhood for black girls. Azalia Hackley, in writing The Colored Girl Beautiful, 
published in 1916, wrote on the importance of girls holding onto their childhoods and not 
maturing too quickly. She emphasizes the fact that their mothers and grandmothers did 
not have a choice in this matter, but that times had changed and these young black girls 
had new opportunities and could claim their own childhood (113). 
We can also understand the significance of this challenge to the divide between 
black and white girlhood by briefly examining one looming literary presence which 
frequently hung over texts featuring black girls. Although Uncle Tom’s Cabin was 
published several decades before these two works, the work and the specter of Topsy 
were still present for black writers exploring the subject of girlhood and childhood38. In 
1903, the same year in which Mossell published her short story, a film version of Uncle 
 
38 Several scholars have written about the significance of Uncle Tom’s Cabin during 
Reconstruction and the Jim Crow era, including Michele Wallace, who wrote an analysis of 
several film versions before and following the era, and Barbara Hochman, who both charts its 
transformation into a historical artifact supposedly representing moral progress and analyzes its 
present in many booklists and book collections curated by African Americans during this time 
period.  
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Tom’s Cabin was produced by Thomas Edison and his associate Edwin S. Porter, 
reinforcing its continued significance in American culture. 
As Bernstein explains, following the moment where Eva has shown Topsy some 
kindness and touched her, “Topsy is converted into sensation, into humanized childhood, 
and even, Eva promises, potential angelhood- ‘just as much as if you were white’” 
(Bernstein 47). In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Topsy is cast as unnatural and held outside the 
realm of childhood until Eva steps in as the angelic, pure, white child who saves Topsy 
and transforms her into a true child through a show of humanity. In contrast to Topsy, 
who was only granted a childhood through the compassion and sentimentality of the 
white child, Dansie is a child independently, rather than through the intervention of a 
white, sentimental figure.  
Throughout the story, Mossell deliberately describes Dansie as a “little girl” and 
emphasizes Dansie’s childhood, so different even from that of her parents, explaining that 
they “tried to give her the advantages they had not enjoyed in their youth” (1). The 
significance of this line is further illuminated by looking back at the very first line of the 
story, where Mossell states that “out on a great cotton plantation a few miles from 
Atlanta, Ga., our little heroine first saw the light of day” (1). This location choice is 
striking given the fact that Mossell was born in Philadelphia and spent most of her life 
there. The story’s southern setting, being so far from the area with which Mossell was 
most familiar, was a purposeful choice. By using this particular setting, Mossell places 
her story into a specific context, reinforcing the importance of slavery in a broader 
understanding of this story and the history and context with which it engages. She 
positions Dansie as a symbol for a reclaimed childhood, with the potential to obtain those 
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experiences that were denied to her parents. By referencing this history, Mossell also 
invokes the experiences of her adult readers, those who would likely sympathize with the 
parents and, similarly, hope for a different experience for their own daughters.  
And yet, Dansie still experiences constraints. Mossell draws attention to the 
discomfort that Dansie feels. Dansie’s inner dialogue consists of questions such as 
“would the children laugh at her poor clothes and at the little that she knew; would the 
teacher even be glad to see such a poor ignorant little girl as she was?” (2). Although 
those concerns dissipate quickly within the context of the story, Mossell does not ignore 
the weight of Dansie’s early life on her future experiences, despite her role as a symbol of 
possibilities. By re-working fairy tale tropes and using them in her depiction of Dansie, 
Mossell challenges the expected depiction of black girlhood. 
 
The Schoolroom and the Hospital 
When examining the images included in this story, we must remember that 
Mossell may not have been directly involved in selecting those images. Frequently, 
images in 19th century texts were chosen instead by the publisher or the printer. The 
provenance of the images used within this particular text is unclear. However, regardless 
of the origin of the photos that were included alongside the story, the images still engage 
with the text in interesting ways and draw attention to buildings and groups of people that 
Mossell emphasized in the writing of this story.  
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The first image features a schoolroom full of children, labelled with the caption 
“at last, she was seated in her place” (see fig. 11). No individual child is singled out and it 
is unclear which child should be seen as Dansie, if she features in the picture at all. Here, 
the emphasis is on education. This photo features the schoolroom and the group of 
children as a whole, rather than Dansie as a solitary figure. This first image hints at the 
idea that this text is framed by the larger narrative of institutional structures and the 
challenges that face a young black girl who must learn to navigate, or to find her place 
within, those structures. It is also interesting to note that the children appear to be largely 
a group of white children, contrasting sharply with Mossell’s larger oeuvre’s emphasis on 
black girlhood and womanhood39. Although Mossell herself may not have chosen this 
image, it provides an interesting counterpoint to the themes and concerns she addresses 
throughout her writing, forcing readers to question the spaces created, or not, for black 
girls in America.  
 
39 For example, one of Mossell’s best known works is titled The Work of the Afro-American 
Woman. This text focuses on the accomplishments of black women in fields such as literature, 
journalism, and universities. She also emphasizes black girlhood with the dedication at the front 
of the text, which reads “to my two little daughters, Mary Campbell and Florence Alma Mossell, 
praying that they may grow into a pure and noble womanhood” (4). 
Figure 11: Schoolroom scene 
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The emphasis on education is particularly interesting given the southern setting of 
the story. Mossell lived and worked in Philadelphia, making the setting of her story, so 
far from the place where she spent her entire life, quite striking. The fact that this story 
was published for the benefit of schools encourages readers to explore the relationship 
between Northern and Southern populations.  
Schools for black students, particularly within the South, struggled with funding 
problems. As John Hope Franklin and Alfred A. Moss Jr. explain in From Slavery to 
Freedom, “although philanthropists effected a greater support of public education in the 
South, they diod little to encourage the equitable distribution of public funds for the 
education of all Southern children” (242), forcing families and schools to largely fund 
themselves. Franklin and Moss discuss the importance of philanthropists, with many 
black schools seeking the financial support of northern philanthropists specifically. Henry 
Enck studied this, drawing particular attention to the how those southern schools 
constructed their image to appeal to northern philanthropists. He argued that the appeals 
for aid, “penned in an earnest, matter-of-fact tone…were designed to give the white 
reader an impression of humble self-sacrifice, hard work, and strong character consistent 
with the best of the Washingtonian tradition” (76). Although Enck is discussing appeals 
written to white philanthropists, his discussion of the constructed persona still provides 
interesting context for Dansie’s story.  
Throughout the story, we see characters exhibiting many of these same qualities. 
In Ellsworth’s final sermon on Dansie’s life and death, he discusses her self-sacrifice and 
the sense of love that makes up her character. The traits that Enck describes become 
infused throughout the body of the story. Enck also discusses the importance of school 
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publications in conveying the character and important qualities demonstrated by these 
students, arguing that they “stressed their graduates’ successes in the work of uplift, the 
immediate and long-range financial needs of the institutions, and the virtues of industrial 
education and industrious black student bodies” (77). Mossell’s work with periodicals 
would provide her a background in the how periodical writings can be used to construct 
particular types of identities. This background makes it all the more significant that she 
would publish this specific story outside of the periodical genre.  
Rather than write a story which would be published in a newspaper, Mossell 
chose to write a story for direct use in the classrooms themselves. This choice draws 
attention to the importance of this story’s educational components. Although her articles 
for periodicals served informative purposes, this story in particular was written as a 
teaching tool. By advertising the story in newspapers such as the Christian Recorder, 
Mossell and the editors of periodicals were able to bring together these two publication 
realms, reinforcing the mutual relationship between them. However, first and foremost, 
“Little Dansie” is a story written and published for schools, intended to teach a particular 
lesson about self-sacrifice and Christian values. 
Within this conversation, it is important to note the, at times, problematic nature 
of the philanthropic appeals from southern schools and educators and some 
philanthropists’ motivations in contributing to these schools. As James Anderson 
explained, “Northern philanthropist George Peabody endeavored to convince his 
Southern countrymen that the Hampton-Tuskegee program could help build a strong 
Southern economy on the backs of submissive, nonpolitical, cheap black laborers” (375). 
Despite the fact that these appeals did result in increased funding for schools, this 
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relationship between southern schools and northern philanthropists was problematic in its 
emphasis on the creation a subservient group of people who could be exploited for 
financial gain40.  
 
The second image shifts the focus onto the field a medicine, a subject which is 
part of the larger framework of the story and its broader context. The image shows the 
hospital where Dansie was taken after the accident (see fig. 12). Dansie again is not 
specifically identified. In this photo, no child is present at all, reinforcing the idea that she 
as an individual is not really the focus of this tale. The caption reads “The Great 
Hospital”. The text explains that “all night long in the surgical ward of the great hospital 
Dansie lies moaning and tossing with pain. The faithful doctor sits by her side, the kind 
nurses move noiselessly about the long ward” (7). The hospital setting also stands out 
 
40 The problematic nature of northern involvement also becomes a salient point in the 
conversation around medicine and hospitals. As Thomas Ward explains in Black Physicians in 
the Jim Crow South, funding for black medical schools was largely dependent upon the efforts of 
philanthropists such as the Rockefeller and Carnegie foundations. They largely based their 
donations on the Flexner report of medical schools throughout the country, a report which “did 
not agitate for the admission of blacks into more northern medical schools; he essentially believed 
that the two medical schools in Washington and Nashville would be satisfactory to care for the 
number of African Americans seeking a medical education” (25). These funding issues, although 
not discussed within Dansie’s story, form part of the larger context of Mossell’s writing and of 
southern hospitals such as the one featured in this tale, especially when written from the 
perspective of a northern writer.  
Figure 12: Hospital scene 
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starkly at a moment in time where southern black physicians were highly likely to be 
making house calls and where much of their medical practice took place outside of 
settings such as hospitals and doctors’ offices41 (Ward 118). Although Mossell largely 
explores institutions as systems that inform behavior, focusing on the physical space of 
the hospital reinforces the importance of modern medicine and medical practices to this 
story.  
Considering the fact that her husband was a prominent doctor, Mossell would 
likely have been well aware of several key developments within the field of medicine as 
it related to the black community at the time, as well as the history of segregation and 
racism within the field of medicine. When Mossell wrote “Little Dansie”, Jim Crow had 
been enacted and resulted in substandard treatment for black patients at the hospitals that 
would even accept them. In their study of Mississippi hospitals, David Beito and Linda 
Beito found, for example, that in addition to being limited in number and often located 
far from patients, the few hospitals that would provide limited services to black patients, 
“often required patients to bring their own utensils, toothbrushes, and linen and to hire a 
black nurse if one was not on staff” (555). E.H. Beardsley also discusses the poor 
conditions faced by black patients in segregated hospitals, citing one black physician, 
Paul Cornely, who described them as “only high grade convalescent homes” (368).  
Nathan Francis Mossell, Gertrude Bustill Mossell’s husband, helped to found the 
Frederick Douglass Memorial Hospital and Training School in 189542. Gertrude Bustill 
 
41 Ward explains that “many black patients lacked the means to come into town when they were 
ill, either because they did not have a horse and rig to get there or because their employer 
restricted their travel off the plantation” (119). 
42 As described in the article on Nathan Mossell in the Journal of the National Medical 
Association.  
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Mossell was involved in her husband’s mission and “three Douglass Ladies Auxiliaries 
were organized under the direction of Mrs. Nathan F. Mossell in order to provide extra 
food and linens” (“Nathan F. Mossell” 123). A notice in the Christian Recorder, in a 
section called “Notes and Comments”, discusses the publication of “Little Dansie’s One 
Day at Sabbath School”, explaining that “the story breathes a true Christian spirit and has 
met with the heartiest endorsement of pastors of all denominations, the first edition of 
one thousand being already exhausted” (2). This paragraph was followed by a discussion 
of the Frederick Douglass Memorial Hospital and the efforts of both Mossell and her 
husband in supporting the hospital. By discussing these two events side by side, the 
Christian Recorder links the two tasks and highlights the important role that Mossell 
played in both writing and hospital development simultaneously.  
These developments were incredibly important in providing care for black 
patients as well as providing opportunities for black doctors. As Todd L. Savitt discussed 
in his study of black hospitals in 19th century Charleston,  
The problem McClennan and all other African-Americans faced in the late 
nineteenth-century South was exclusion from the white-dominated medical 
establishment. Hospitals either excluded or segregated black patients and barred 
black physicians from admitting and thus caring for their patients who required 
surgery or other advanced supervised medical care. (231) 
 
Although his study focuses on Charleston, South Carolina, the situation was similar in 
many parts of the United States. Thomas Ward found, in an analysis of the medical 
internships available to new physicians, that “the lack of available medical internships for 
black medical graduates was tied directly to race, as there were more than enough 
internships available for white physicians by the early twentieth century” (60). Mossell’s 
depiction of Dansie within the hospital itself must be read within the context of this 
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exclusion and segregation of medical environments. In following years, the Black 
Hospital Movement would greatly expand the number of medical facilities providing 
services to black Americans throughout the United States.  
By emphasizing not only the hospital setting but also the depiction of a young 
black girl, Mossell draws our attention to the history of black women’s interactions with 
the medical field. Through an examination of historical records, particularly those related 
to fields such as obstetrics and gynecology, we gain a deeper understanding of the history 
with which Mossell engaged. Deirdre Cooper-Owens explores this history in her text 
Medical Bondage: Race, Gender, and the Origins of American Gynecology, where she 
finds that  
Black women’s entrance into gynecology proved complex for white doctors, who 
viewed them through an optical microscope, using only two lenses, simplicity and 
complication. How could these women be both healthy and sick, strong yet 
rendered weak by the treatments and surgeries they endured? And ultimately, why 
were black bodies, which contained conflicting messages about their physical 
prowess and intellectual inferiority, positioned as the exemplars for pioneering 
gynecological surgical work that was to ultimately restore allegedly biologically 
superior white women to perfect health? (7) 
 
Throughout this book, Cooper-Owens explores the complex history of black women and 
medicine, examining the role of racism in doctors’ attitudes towards these women and the 
lengths to which they would go to justify their use of black women’s bodies for scientific 
research intended to benefit the white women they were more often concerned about.  
Cooper-Owens highlights the how the bodies of black women, particularly 
enslaved women, were used to develop procedures and medical advances, frequently in 
horrific conditions for the women undergoing the procedures. In one example, she 
highlights the history of caesarian sections for childbirth, emphasizing that this procedure 
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was originally practiced on enslaved women, often without the benefit of anesthesia (26). 
Mossell’s emphasis on the surgical ward in the story stands in stark contrast to this 
history, as she presents a place with kind doctors and nurses who do what they can for 
Dansie. With Dansie’s death occurring within the confines of the hospital, Mossell 
presents a picture of the potential of medicine to create a nurturing, caring environment 
for black girls, while acknowledging medicine’s limits and the places where it does not 
live up to its potential.  
Throughout this segment, she focuses on bodily descriptions, describing how 
Dansie “lies moaning and tossing with pain” and how “Dansie’s eyes open wide” and 
“the little hands begin the toss and the lips to murmur” (7). Throughout this segment, the 
description slowly becomes more and more detached from Dansie. Mossell initially 
describes Dansie’s movements in a more active way, keeping Dansie as the subject of the 
sentence. By the end of the passage, however, the phrasing has become more distant, with 
Mossell describing individual body parts with phrases such as “the little hands” and “the 
lips”. This increasing detachment has important ramifications for the representation of 
Dansie’s treatment throughout the story. Interestingly, this question of detachment is one 
which arises in a number of texts discussing medical advancements. In a discussion of 
anesthesia, for example, it is explained that the word anesthesia was used originally 
because “it denoted lack of sensation, but not of consciousness” (Rushman et al 18). This 
separation of the mind from the physical body is crucial when examining the way in 
which Dansie is portrayed. The text moves from her consciousness, her actions, and her 
personality to a more detached description simple of her physical body. This is an 
interesting reversal of the definition of the word anesthesia, but it retains the important 
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distinction between the mind and the body, a distinction that Mossell plays with as she 
slowly separates Dansie the person from Dansie the symbol throughout the course of this 
story. 
 In an effort to identify the places where medical rhetoric dehumanizes women, 
especially black women, Cooper-Owens discusses the case of a woman named Mary, 
whose uterus was displayed at a hospital after her death, without her permission, so that it 
could be used as a teaching tool for other doctors hoping to learn about the effects of 
cancer on the uterus. As Cooper-Owens explains, “even postmortem, some black women 
seemed unable to escape the gaze and ownership of white men” (20). After her death, 
Mary ceases to be seen as an independent, autonomous person and is, instead, simplified 
down to a single body part, perfectly positioned to be used as a tool for the education of 
doctors and researchers.  
 The child’s body played an important role in philosophies popular within the 19th 
century. In her discussion of 19th century daguerrotypes, Sánchez-Eppler explores the 
significance of the dead child’s body, arguing that “if the dead child serves better than the 
live one, it may well be because of the very ways a child is imagined like a drawer, an 
empty receptacle waiting to be filled with familial values” (Sánchez-Eppler 119). 
Sánchez-Eppler drew this observation from a study of photographs of dead children, 
often represented as sleeping, their images then used symbolically for the values and 
ideals that the family wished to portray. Mossell plays with similar ideas in her depiction 
of Dansie. When the adults in the story speak about Dansie, they seem to view her as a 
symbol just as much as an individual child.  
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In the first interaction between Dansie and the pastor, the text does not describe 
an individual conversation between the two, but rather that “all of these [lessons] were 
recalled and fully explained to the earnest little hearers until poor Dansie’s heart was full 
to overflowing with this lesson of loving kindness” (3). Significantly, the lesson is 
described as filling Dansie up, echoing Sanchez-Eppler’s discussion of the child as an 
empty receptacle to be filled by family and other adults. Dansie then becomes an 
educational tool for the adult members of the community in the pastor’s sermon at the 
end of the story. The religious setting also connects with the importance of the medical 
context of this story. Physicians, particularly black physicians, often connected with the 
churches in their area, visiting the congregations to build relationships with potential 
patients. These physicians also frequently relied on the ministers to introduce them to the 
community and to encourage those community members to visit the physician when 
medical needs arose (Ward 106). The links between religion and the medical profession 
remained strong through the 19th and 20th century. Mossell uses this broader context to 
draw attention to the places where black girls disappear or become subsumed by these 
constructs. This story draws attention back to the body of the young black girl, 
highlighting the moments where she as an individual begins to disappear.  
It is precisely the potential that children hold that gives them such symbolic value 
for writers and philosophers. Through her exploration of conduct literature of this time, 
Katharine Capshaw finds that “the conduct material acknowledges the space of the 
child’s body as performative, and claims the body’s malleability, its potentiality rather 
than fixedness, as a means to constitute a new identity” (Capshaw 799). In line with this 
view of the child’s relationship to cultural identity, and the Lockean “tabula rasa” 
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approach to education43, the writers of these children’s stories view the inherent 
malleability of the child as a place of potential progress.  
This view of childhood as a liminal space intersects with the ways black girls’ and 
women’s bodies have been portrayed to achieve specific purposes, whether that be 
reinforcing the generosity and humanity of young white girls or furthering medical 
progress in fields such as gynecology. In many of these depictions, the girls and women 
themselves fade into the background, becoming more useful as symbols and impersonal 
bodies than as individuals.. The image of enchanted sleep silences Dansie and focuses 
attention on her physical body as an eternal symbol or educational tool, echoing the how 
black girls have historically been seen.  
Throughout the story, and particularly in the moments where Dansie experiences 
the most harm, Mossell emphasizes Dansie’s gender, highlighting the dangers that Dansie 
must face as a young girl. At the train station, where she is injured, the narrator states that 
“her dress catches upon the wheels of the swift-flying engine” (6). It is no accident that 
Mossell uses Dansie’s dress, a marker of her female gender, as a contributor to her injury 
and eventual death. Dansie is not just a child, but a girl, and must be read through the 
historical lens of black girlhood and womanhood. In this conversation, it is also important 
to note the limited space given to Dansie’s voice. In similar stories, including the one told 
by DuBois, the young girls are often not given space to speak for themselves. Rather, 
 
43 In this theory, Locke aims to convey “the way shown how we come by any knowledge, 
sufficient to prove it not innate” (Locke 16). 19th century educational theorists often argued that 
all children were born as a blank slate, and that the person they would eventually become was 
heavily formed by the education they received and the way that they were raised. This perspective 
on childhood as a malleable space is echoed in the way in which Dansie is represented in this 
story. 
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their message and any statements they may are shared through the perspective of the 
narrators within the story. 
Mossell challenges this silencing, drawing our attention to the places where 
Dansie speaks and making her voice the centerpiece of the story’s end. Although Mossell 
largely engages in indirect discourse with Dansie’s thoughts and speech throughout the 
text, at a crucial moment the reader is allowed to see Dansie’s actual words. While in the 
hospital, dying from her wounds, Dansie quotes the lines that have come to hold 
significant meaning for her, saying “peradventure, peradventure…peradventure for a 
good man some would even dare to die” (Mossell 7). She hesitates over the first word 
three times. Her hesitation forces the reader to linger on her words and to recognize their 
significance. In this moment, we hear Dansie speaking directly, but it is a halting speech.  
The description of her death again reinforces the significance of her voice, as 
Mossell states that “then the sweet voice ceased and the child lay in a soft slumber. 
Before the evening came again it was all over” (8). Here, the references to Dansie’s 
speech and her enchanted sleep are intertwined as equal parts of the final moments of her 
life. The use of “the” rather than “her” or “Dansie’s” creates a distancing effect, drawing 
attention to the way in which her words are gradually separated from her, ready to be 
used as a message by the pastor in an effort to educate the rest of the congregation.  
Dansie’s death bears similarities to the death of Eva in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The 
scene begins with Eva making a gift of her hair to the enslaved people of the story. Stowe 
states “one day Eva made her aunt cut off a lot of her beautiful hair. Then she called all 
the slaves together, said good-bye to them, and gave them each a curl of her hair as a 
keepsake. They all cried very much and said they would never forget her, and would try 
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to be good for her sake” (Stowe). The curls of blonde hair, symbolic of Eva’s youth and 
innocence, serve as her final gift. This is an odd gift to make. Stowe’s assumption that the 
lock of blonde hair would be meaningful to enslaved people emphasizes the importance 
she and other white authors place on the image of the innocent, blonde-haired, white 
child.  
Mossell picks up on this idea of a final gift, but alters that gift to emphasize an 
element of Dansie’s character. In this story, the final gift is her words. Her good-bye 
consists of the statement “peradventure for a good man some would even dare to die” (7). 
Both girls understood that they were facing their death. Mossell, however, reinforces the 
importance of Dansie’s words and the actions that reinforce her innocence. Dansie does 
not make a gift of her physical appearance, but rather of her words, those same words 
which Ellsworth then uses to teach his lesson to the gathered congregation at the 
following Sunday service. Given the focus on Dansie’s physical body throughout, this 
shift to focusing on her words is significant. Although Mossell writes within a context 
where black women’s bodies were viewed as commodities, especially within the medical 
field, Mossell pushes back against that representation, instead giving Dansie’s voice and 
opinion center stage at the end of her life. 
The deaths themselves are presented briefly. Stowe states that “in the morning 
little Eva lay on her bed, cold and white, with closed eyes and folded hands. She had 
gone to God” (page). Mossell describes Dansie’s death, stating “then the sweet voice 
ceased, and the child lay in a soft slumber. Before the evening came again it was all over 
and the sweet child was in the arms of the Greatest Friend known to all the human 
family” (8). Both passages present peaceful, sleeping images which emphasize the 
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importance of the Christian faith in the girls’ passing. Mossell picks up on this well-
known image of death and innocence and reclaims that innocence for the young black girl 
in her story.  
And yet, she makes some striking changes. First, she relocates Dansie from a 
bedroom at home to a room in a hospital, drawing in a larger context of black institutions. 
She echoes the homey atmosphere of Eva’s death, reinforcing the potential that hospitals 
hold for creating a safe, protective environment. Although Mossell discusses the kindness 
of the doctors and nurses, she also emphasizes the excruciating pain that Dansie 
experiences. These adults, placed in positions of authority over Dansie, fail to truly bring 
her comfort. Their good intentions and kindness mask this failure. The night before her 
death, Mossell explains that “all night long in the surgical ward of the great hospital 
Dansie lies moaning and tossing with pain” (7). In contrast to Stowe, Mossell emphasizes 
Dansie’s pain, drawing attention to the how many depictions of young girls’ deaths fail to 
encompass the experiences of black girlhood. As she reclaims the sense of childhood 
innocence used for girls like Eva, Mossell also reimagines those scenes to emphasize the 
difficulties that black girls like Dansie face in navigating institutions, even those that are 
structured to create a secure, comforting environment.  
Although the hospital scenes focus primarily on Dansie’s experience, Mossell 
does not attach the medical components of the text solely to Dansie. As the students and 
Ellsworth waited for the train to Chamonix, “Ellsworth had his back turned toward the 
approaching train, and because of his affliction does not hear it moving toward him” 
(“Little Dansie” 6). Ellsworth is partially deaf and is unable to hear the danger. Dansie, 
on the other hand, possesses youth and good hearing and can tell that there is a dangerous 
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future looming. Even though she is a child, Dansie is tasked with the position of guiding 
and protecting Ellsworth. She thus “leaps from the train, grasps his hand, pulling him 
forward” (“Little Dansie” 6). In this text, Mossell presents children as capable of playing 
a protective and educational role. By doing so, Mossell speaks to the roles that adults and 
children are expected to play in each other’s lives, but effectively flips the script, placing 
the child rather than the adult in the position of guardian and defender. The adults cast 
themselves in authoritative roles over the children, but in some key moments, they are 
unable to predict or to move themselves forward without the assistance and actions of the 
young child44.  
 
Dangers of Male Leadership 
Significantly, this shift happens within the context of Ellsworth’s deafness. His 
disability is worth noting given the way in which deafness was frequently discussed, or 
not discussed, in the late 19th century. Esme Cleall notes that “when Bell, a hearing man 
concerned with educating the deaf into ‘normality,’ implied that deafness, and ultimately 
the deaf, were best erased, he was speaking as one of many in the late nineteenth-century 
Anglophone world who actively sought to forget deafness” (3). Often, when deafness was 
discussed, it was as a defining characteristic of a separate group, reflecting “the 
discomfort in nineteenth-century society with facing difference, the desire to construct 
normality, the tendency to exclude those who are different from the imagined nation, and 
 
44 There is a context in 19th century literature of seeing young girls as capable of accessing 
supernatural realms of prescience and foretelling. Magawisca in Catharine Maria Sedgwick’s 
Hope Leslie and Capitola in EDEN Southworth’s The Hidden Hand both serve as examples of 
this. Both girls are associated with and seem to engage in foretelling, though the authors draw 
attention to the inherently logical nature of the girls’ actions and to the fact that they are really 
drawing on an ability to read signs and the environment.  
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the desire that difference be forgotten” (7). It is significant that she ascribes a disability to 
an adult within the text. Mossell uses the idea of family literature in such a way that 
children are not the only audience or the only readers who can see themselves in the story 
and in the key themes. 
Within 19th century communities, there were debates on how to care for those 
who have become disabled, including through age. These debates often focused on 
separating deaf or disabled people from broader society. Reginald Boyd and John 
Vickrey Van Cleve, in their study of the Pennsylvania Society for the Advancement of 
the Deaf, cite organization leaders who found that “aged and infirm deaf persons, like 
their hearing counterparts, ended up either in the care of relatives or in almshouses. In 
neither case could their needs be met, however, for relatives, almshouse keepers, and 
other inmates were almost invariably hearing people,” (164) and thus, according to 
Brewster Allabough, one of those leaders, not familiar with the particular needs of their 
deaf relatives. And, as Sarah F. Rose explains in No Right to Be Idle, “reformers sought 
to prevent ‘indiscriminate mixing’ in poorhouses, believing that allowing children to 
mingle with the elderly, people labeled as insane or idiotic, single mothers, the ill, and 
out of work but able-bodied men encouraged the spread of public dependency” (53). 
Significantly, Mossell does not seem to follow these ideas and, instead, presents 
Ellsworth as a crucial member of his community, who is inextricably tied to those around 
him. 
Mossell does not shy away from Ellsworth’s disability or separate him from his 
friends and neighbors, although she problematically does use his deafness to place him 
into a position where he needs to be cared for and protected by the child that he is 
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supposed to be looking after. We also cannot ignore the fact that Ellsworth is a black 
male leader within his community. By emphasizing the importance of this character, and 
the way that his actions, or inability to act, eventually lead to Dansie’s death, Mossell 
seems to also be making a statement about black male leadership and their relationship to 
the women in their communities. The deafness becomes significant if we return to a story 
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, Du Bois’s “Of the Meaning of Progress”.  
Du Bois does not necessarily seem aware of the way that the gendered nature of 
affection and relationships plays out in his own relationship with Josie. In his structuring 
of the text, he marginalizes Josie’s experience, and ensures that the reader only hears her 
voice through the filter of his own analysis. Du Bois does not seem to truly hear Josie or 
assign significance to her voice. And yet, Du Bois does not necessarily encourage his 
reader to recognize his complicity in Josie’s silencing.  
Many scholars have analyzed Du Bois’ relationship to feminism within the 
context of the early 19th century45. However, Du Bois’ view of gender within the larger 
goal of racial politics was problematic, as he frequently positioned women’s concerns as 
a side issue of racial struggles and was complicit in silencing black women working for 
both racial advocacy and women’s rights46.  In “Black Feminists and Du Bois”, Farah 
 
45 For example, Gary Lemons argues that “The Souls of Black Folk, one of Du Bois’ earliest 
treatises on the experiences of black people in the U. S., bore the ideological germ out of which a 
pro-woman position developed” (Lemons 189) and cites the presence of several women, 
including Josie, who prove the presence of Du Bois’s concern for womanism. 
46 Joy James states in Transcending the Talented Tenth: Black Leaders and American 
Intellectuals that “Du Bois built on and benefited from the political and intellectual radicalism of 
Wells-Barnett without fully acknowledging his indebtedness. By refusing to name Wells-Barnett 
and her dynamic leadership, his writings erase her contribution much as he renders Cooper 
anonymous” (James 49). 
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Jasmine Griffin argues that Du Bois represents women as in need of men’s protection, 
finding that 
The promise of protection assumes a stance of victimization on the part of those 
who need to be protected, without allowed much room for their agency in other 
spheres. It places the woman in the hands of her protector- who may protect her, 
but who may also decide to further victimize her. (Griffin 35) 
 
In his depiction of Josie, Du Bois’s desire to protect women becomes problematic. 
Throughout the text, Du Bois positions Josie as a victim in need of rescue. By the end of 
the essay, he envisions himself as her protector through the act of preserving her memory 
and carrying her message forward. He employs her image as a symbol for the injustice of 
Jim Crow and the harm that young black women face as a result of the lack of 
educational opportunities.  
In service of this representational goal, Du Bois marginalizes Josie’s own voice. 
Through his desire to protect and to represent her, Du Bois chooses to speak on her 
behalf. While he decries the lack of opportunities available for women, he also denies 
Josie the opportunity to speak of those concerns for herself. He effectively sidelines the 
women of the tale, maintaining a male-centered narrative structure, despite the central 
role of a young, black girl. In this, Ellsworth shares a remarkable similarity to leaders 
such as Du Bois. At the end of the tale, he sees Dansie not as an individual, but as an 
emblem that he can put forth in order to spread his own message and his own goals.  
He is not necessarily alone in this erasure of women’s voices. Corinne T. Fields, 
in her book The Struggle for Equal Adulthood, explores suffrage movements occurring 
throughout the nineteenth century, finding that “black male leaders gained an 
unprecedented influence with the Republican Party” (201) by the 1870s and that 
Republicans frequently argued that women were  not deserving of adult citizenship, and 
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thus voting privileges, because they had the duty of protecting women and children. 
Later, At the Niagara Falls Convention in 1905, the twenty-nine male leaders present 
“demanded freedom of speech and criticism, manhood suffrage, the abolition of all 
distinctions based on race, the recognition of the basic principles of human brotherhood, 
and respect for the working person” (Franklin and Moss 286). One point in this list stands 
out in particular – the demand for manhood suffrage. Although this is not elaborated on 
in this text, women’s fight for suffrage is effectively pushed to the backburner, still 
deemed less important than men’s. And in fact, the society formed would debate whether 
or not to admit women at all. Mossell, writing in between the time frames discussed by 
these two texts, would likely have been aware of this ongoing debate around women’s 
place in larger political movements.  
And so it is significant that Mossell inserts moments where attention is refocused 
onto Dansie’s voice. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stowe describes Eva’s eyes and hands but 
makes no reference to her voice or words in this death scene. Eva is silent in these final 
scenes, her words described indirectly if mentioned at all. Within Du Bois’s text, Josie’s 
voice is never once heard directly. Mossell, on the other hand, moves away from the 
bodily descriptions of Dansie. Mossell’s choice to indirectly describe Dansie’s words in 
all but one place in the text can be read as a response to this form of representation, 
drawing attention to the places where women’s and girls’ voices are subsumed under the 
voices of men. Importantly, the relationship between Dansie and her teacher is not an 
adversarial one. In fact, throughout the story, Mossell makes efforts to emphasize the 
affectionate relationship between Dansie and Ellsworth, reinforcing that the risk of 
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silencing and disempowerment are not necessarily obvious at first glance. These girls can 
disappear under the most seemingly well-meaning relationships. 
Many scholars have studied affection between children and those in positions of 
authority. Courtney Weikle-Mills studies the importance of affectionate citizenship, 
whereby the government gains their authority to govern through the consent of the 
citizenry. Theoretically, this consent comes from the development of an affectionate 
relationship between the governing and the governed. Marion Rust finds a similar notion 
of affection in Susanna Rowson’s 19th century classrooms. She explained that Rowson 
equated the act of teaching with a form of love, where she gained authority and the ability 
to educate through the development of an affectionate relationship with her students. As 
she explains, Rowson “reconceptualized female education as dependent upon a 
passionate attachment between teacher and student, one capable of fostering innovative 
learning as well as willing obedience” (Rust 256).  Although those relationships were 
between female teachers and their students, a similar relationship is built in this story 
between Dansie and her teacher. These relationships gain an extra element of danger 
when considering the threats facing young girls, and particularly the threats to their 
physical bodies.  
Mossell published her story against a contextual backdrop of violence against 
black people. As Franklin and Moss explained in their chapter “Race and the Nation”, “In 
the very first year of the new century more than 100 Negroes were lynched, and before 
the outbreak of World War I the number for the century had soared to more than 11000” 
(282). They also state that “it was the epidemic of race riots that swept the country early 
in the century that aroused the greatest anxiety and discomfort among the Negro 
 140 
 
population” (282), going on to describe the brutal violence of these riots, including 
violence targeted against women and children. 
Black women and girls faced violence outside of these riots and lynchings as well. 
They faced the threat of rape and being subjected to medical experimentation. Men in 
positions of authority, including doctors, often inflicted violence against the women they 
had authority over. Without depicting these acts of violence, Mossell is able to identify 
the danger that a young girl might face from authority figures, including those who seem 
to truly care for her. Young girls face the possibility of being transformed from an 
independent girl into a fairy tale image, used by others to spread a message in perpetuity.  
Early in the story, Mossell explains that “the kind voice of the pastor had charmed 
our little girl” (3). Following this first lesson, “the kind pastor took Dansie by the hand 
and went along with her to visit her father at his home” (3). From the very beginning of 
the story, Ellsworth is repeatedly referred to as kind. Mossell emphasizes Dansie’s 
fondness for Ellsworth as well as the importance of the lesson of love and friendship that 
he taught her on that first day. And yet, it is during Ellsworth’s visit to Dansie’s father 
that Dansie discovers he is partially deaf, a fact which becomes instrumental in Dansie’s 
death later in the story. Dansie notices that “he was himself fast becoming powerless to 
hear the sweet music of loved voices around him… his loving spirit of resignation to the 
Master’s will taught her a great lesson of patience and humility” (4). Throughout the text, 
the words “loved”, “love”, and “loving” are continually attached to Ellsworth, reinforcing 
the fondness that Dansie feels for him and which he reciprocates for her.  
When Dansie lies in a hospital bed, Mossell explains that “her kind friend, with 
his heart almost breaking with sorrow for the suffering of the dear little lamb, sits by her 
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side hoping against hope that she may be able to recognize him, and that he may be able 
to say some word of comfort to her” (7). At this point in the story, the perspective shifts 
from Dansie to Ellsworth and remains with him through the end of the story. Here we see 
the same fondness shown in Dansie’s thoughts about Ellsworth echoed in his thoughts 
about her. He wishes to help her however he can and expresses sorrow at her condition. 
This is a relationship that seems built on mutual affection and yet, in the end he would 
take her words and use them for himself as he transforms her body into a state of 
enchanted sleep and a symbol for his larger message.  
Dansie continues to waver between death and sleep throughout the remainder of 
the text. At her funeral, as she lies in her coffin, Mossell states that “still and beautiful she 
lay with the charm that comes to some faces even in death. Not a trace of pain is left, the 
same sweet smile of life” (“Little Dansie” 8). This is one of the rare moments where the 
word death is invoked. The language, however, maintains its resemblance to fairy tale 
lore, describing Dansie as “still and beautiful”, with a “sweet smile of life”. Even within 
these short lines, death and life are continuously intermingled and Dansie’s association 
with enchanted sleep remains pronounced. Just a few lines later, “Mr. Ellsworth came 
and stood by the side of the little sleeper” (“Little Dansie” 8). At this moment, she ceases 
to be dead and instead sleeps. Ellsworth is then able to give his sermon, preaching on the 
lessons that the entire congregation could learn from the actions of little Dansie.  
Mossell draws attention to the way that Dansie’s fondness for her teacher 
foreshadows and eventually becomes the impetus for her death. Through her death, 
Ellsworth is then able to transform her body into a symbol, and to reimagine Dansie as an 
icon with utility for himself by equating her body with the fairy tale imagery of purity 
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and innocence. This image of sleeping belies the finality of death and allows for 
Ellsworth to make the argument that the work is not yet finished and that Dansie will 
continue to serve as a model, representing a set of ideals and goals. Mossell combines 
both fairy tale imagery and Christian beliefs to create this image of perfect, pure 
childhood. Dansie, like the sleeping beauty of the Grimm fairy tale, is preserved as a 
perpetually innocent child until the preacher can reawaken her through rhetoric and the 
deployment of her image. 
Ellsworth bases his sermon on her words, reflecting on Dansie’s role as an 
example and model. Eventually, the words she spoke, “greater love hath no man than this 
that a man lay down his life for his friends”, are inscribed on her tombstone. This 
correspondence of her voice to her tombstone again reinforces Dansie’s position between 
life and death, in the liminal place of enchanted sleep. Within his sermon, Ellsworth 
“talked of the glorious resurrection morn of the beautiful, glorified spirit that they all 
knew so surely had gone forever to its God” (Mossell 9). Although Ellsworth is 
ostensibly speaking of Dansie entering into heaven, his words also conjure the image of a 
return to life, reinforcing the significance of the enchanted sleep imagined earlier, and 
intertwining that fairy tale lore with religious imagery. As these words are shared with 
the congregation at large, this moment harkens back to the traditional “Sleeping Beauty” 
story, where the state of enchanted sleep was intended to teach a lesson not to the child 
herself, but rather to her parents. In this way, although there were likely children in the 
congregation as well, we can see echoes of that adult education playing out here, where 
Dansie’s body has been transformed by Ellsworth into a state of enchanted sleep and, 
thus, into a symbol which he can use to teach others.  
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 One of the most interesting elements of Dansie’s story is the way in which the 
lessons based on her life and death are shared within the text. The conclusion to the story 
focuses not on the experiences of the children within the story, but of the adults. The final 
paragraph, following Ellsworth’s sermon and the conversion of non-Christian members 
of the congregation, describes how “out in the prettiest corner of ‘God’s Acre,’ in that 
little hamlet, they laid Dansie to rest, and carved deep in the beautiful marble pillar above 
her head were these words: ‘Dansie,’ and beneath it ‘Greater love hath no man than this 
that a man lay down his life for his friends” (10). These actions were, in all likelihood, 
carried out by adult members of the congregation. The children, present at the start of the 
story, seem to have faded into the background of the text. Alhough Dansie is given a 
voice and her words become the moral of the text, that moral is, in the end, shared by an 
adult male preacher to a congregation of largely adults. Through this conclusion, Mossell 
emphasizes the importance of children’s stories in educating not only children, but also 
adults. Mossell thus complicates our understanding of the function of children’s 
literature. 
Mossell focuses her story on the experiences of black girls and women and the 
how medicine and education often fail them. She incorporates tropes that have not been 
frequently used in the depictions of black girls, drawing the reader’s attention to the 
places where these girls have been excluded and reclaiming a sense of childhood 
innocence for the young black girl in the text. Her story ends with a moral, reminiscent of 
the morals found at the ends of those fairy tales she draws upon, and yet there are 
meanings layered below that overt moral. Mossell’s story draws our attention to the 
actions of authority figures in relationship to black girls and women. She presents us with 
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a picture of the dangers facing those girls, even when the surface image seems well-
intentioned and kind. Upon her death, Dansie is transformed from an independent child to 
a utilitarian symbol that can serve others’ purposes. Although Ellsworth’s intentions are 
not inherently malicious, his actions diminish Dansie’s independence and authority over 
her own image and her own purpose. She fades to the background, becoming simply a 
symbol to achieve another’s ends. Mossell asks her reader to question the way those 
relationships and these larger systems of education and medicine actually serve black 
girls. 
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Coda 
“A Special Kind of World” 
 
By moving from child readers enacting their own authority over the text to 
literary children performing transformation upon themselves, and finally to literary 
children being transformed by adults around them, we have seen the ways in which 19th 
and early 20th century periodical authors sought to educate both children and adults on 
questions of security and independence. How well do family structures or medical and 
educational systems serve the population? What role could children serve in discourses 
about social concerns? How far do we allow children to venture outside the bounds of 
adult control and what might be the consequences of that independence? These are the 
questions continually brought forth in 19th century periodicals, and they are questions that 
continue to surface even into the present day in magazines such as Highlights.  
The accessibility and wide availability of periodicals makes them particularly 
useful as a method for conveying messages and drawing a great number of readers into 
the conversations about which the authors wrote. And the rapid publication patterns allow 
for periodical literature to constantly update and reflect the present moment. Although the 
context and historical period changes, the larger questions asked by the authors and 
editors working on children’s stories, and children’s periodicals in particular, carry forth 
from the 19th and early 20th century into the present day. Images of transformation 
contribute to this conversation, encouraging readers to consider the role that childhood 
malleability plays in these conversations.  
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The modern child readers of Highlights and their younger counterparts reading 
Hello or High Five47 pay attention to their place in the world and their position in 
relationship not only to each other, but to adults. They write with a sense of their 
smallness but also with their potential to break out and hold their own as independent 
people. In one story, “I’m Not Jose” in High Five (21), the child continually transforms 
from one type of person or animal to another, from a lion to a ship captain to a superhero. 
He simultaneously alters his relationship with his father and the power dynamics between 
them. This interpersonal relationship of shifting authority and power dynamics is echoed 
in a poem from Highlights. Liam Martin, age 10, from Idaho, writes, “Gigantic 
mountains/ Towering over me/ I am watching them/ They are watching me/ Watching 
over everything they see/ Especially you and/ Especially me” (35). Liam points to his 
own smallness with the line “towering over me”, and yet he does not place himself in a 
position of weakness. For all that the mountain is watching him, he points out that he, 
too, is watching the mountain. They are not quite equals, but they are in a relationship of 
shared power, where each acknowledges the other.  
 Throughout the January issue of Highlights magazine, we see resonances of the 
children’s periodicals that have come before. There are places in the magazine for 
children’s contributions to be published and, in other places, the child readers are 
encouraged to reinvent themselves. The very first page of the issue includes a chart to 
determine your “superhero name”, using your birth month and the first letter of your first 
name48. This alter ego creation harkens back to the practice in Merry’s Museum of 
 
47 Hello is intended for children ages 0-2, High Five for children ages 2-5, and Highlights for 
children ages 5 and up. 
48 For example, my superhero name (using the words assigned to February and E) is Captain 
Hullabaloo.  
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allowing children to write in under any pseudonym they choose. And, as with the 
periodicals studied throughout this dissertation, the magazine encourages this child 
activity under the watch of its editor in chief Christine French Cully, who refers to herself 
as “Your Friend” in her opening letter to the readers. She provides her email and 
encourages children to write to her, offering a way for the children to move from simply 
readers to active participants in the magazine’s creation. The particular features of the 
periodical medium continue to provide unique ways for children and adults to build 
relationships and negotiate authority over the texts into the present day.   
These adult/child relationships and the child’s striving for independence can be 
clearly seen in the poem “Special Kind of World”, written by 12-year-old Walker Hill 
from Ohio. The poem reads: 
Loud echoing voices in the pool. 
Instructors walked about briskly. 
Tanks hissed.  
It was time. 
I dove into the pool. 
I was nervous and alone. 
My teacher swam next to me. 
I was in peace and silence. 
I played with toys 
And did flips and dives. 
The dive was over; 
The tanks sat empty.  
I wanted to go back 
Into the special kind of world. (34) 
 
Although Walker draws attention to the instructors at the pool, the image he ends up 
creating is one of solitude and escape. The sense of being alone which initially frightens 
Walker eventually becomes that which he craves. In that solitude, he is able to create and 
to exist precisely in the way he wants. And yet, it is only with the recognition that “my 
teacher swam right next to me” that the child is able to move from a place of fear to a 
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place of joy in his own solitude and independence. Periodicals offer a chance for insight 
into this relationship-building that is not available in other mediums.  
These magazines follow in the tradition of those that came before them, offering 
spaces, however limited, for children to practice their own creative expression. These 
spaces are carefully cultivated and structured by adult editors and writers. And yet, the 
child readers still maintain a sense of independence. Throughout this dissertation, I have 
explored the importance of this interaction between child readers and adult writers as 
well as between the literary children and adults. By focusing on how periodicals make 
these relationships visible, I combine children’s literature and periodical studies in order 
to emphasize the importance of the child’s control over their texts and themselves within 
the text, a control often highlighted through the process of transformation. 
There is yet a great deal of ground to cover in exploring these stories and 
children’s periodicals more widely49. Although many elements of these stories – child-
authored texts, transformation within children’s stories, and parent-child relationships – 
have been studied before, by combining them, I offer new insight into children’s 
literature and the role that the child played, both as a literal reader and as a literary child 
within the text. The child’s malleability and the efforts to negotiate control over the text 
and their own selves highlights the importance of childhood independence as well as the 
dangers that face children who would seek to gain their autonomy.  
 
49 As just one example, sibling relationships add a layer of complexity when examining 
power dynamics. Consider the story discussed in the introduction, “Weighing Dollie”. In the story 
itself, the person critiquing Marjorie’s attempts at transformation and adult activity is not her 
mother or another adult, but rather her brother. In one respect, this is a relationship of peers, but it 
is a relationship with its own internal hierarchy. It is no mistake that so many of these stories 
incorporate sibling relationships, from the brother and sister sharing stories in “A Chicken Story” 
to Myrtie wishing to escape her sisterly responsibilities.  
 
 149 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
Primary Texts 
 
Babyland. Vol. 3, 1879. Lothrop & Co. 
 “Slate Pictures for Baby to Draw”. Vol. 3, No. 11, November 1879, pp. 94. 
  “Slate Pictures for Baby to Draw”. Vol. 3, No. 12, December 1879, pp. 102. 
Babyland. Vol. 4, 1880. Lothrop & Co. 
“The Beauty of the Family”. Vol. 4, No. 2, February 1880, pp. 18-19. 
“Slate Pictures for Baby to Draw”. Vol. 4, No. 2, February 1880, pp. 22. 
Babyland. Vol. 5, 1881. Lothrop & Co.  
 “Jack’s Chair”. Vol. 5, No. 1, January 1881, pp. 14. 
 “A Fine Lady”. Vol. 5, No. 4, April 1881, pp. 38. 
Babyland, Vol. 8, 1884. Lothrop & Co. 
 “Weighing Dollie”. Vol. 8, No. 4, April 1884, pp. 34. 
Babyland. Vol. 14, No. 9, September 1890. Lothrop & Co.  
 “A Boy in a Bundle.” September 1890, p. 74-75. 
Babyland. Vol. 20, No. 1, November 1895. Lothrop & Co.  
 Boz. “The Cat – A Drawing Lesson”. Vol. 20, No. 1, November 1895, pp. 12 
 “Club Rates for the Lothrop Magazines”. Vol. 20, No. 1, November 1895, np. 
 Beatty, Marion. “A Pint of Peanuts”. Vol. 20, No. 1, November 1895, pp. 5 
 “Kindergarten advertisement”. Vol. 20, No. 1, November 1895, np. 
Babyland. Vol. 20, No. 8, June 1896. Lothrop & Co. 
 Boz. “The Parrot – A Drawing Lesson”. Vol. 20, No. 8, June 1896, pp. 89. 
 Grey Burleson. “June’s Child”. Vol. 20, No. 8, June 1896, pp. 90-91. 
 “Kindergarten advertisement”. Vol. 20, No. 8, June 1896, pp. 8 
“A Chicken Story: Which Turned Out to Be About a Duck.” The Christian Recorder. 25  
January 1862, p. 16. 
Evtinge, Margaret. “But – Let Me Think.” Lullabies and Jingles, special issue of  
Babyland. 1893, p. 7. 
Highlights Magazine, January 2020, Highlights Press. 
High Five Magazine, January 2020, Highlights Press. 
“Kitty a Kitten.” The Christian Recorder. 7 June 1862, p. 16. 
Merry’s Museum. American Periodical Series. 1868. Horace B. Fuller. 
 “Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1868, No. 1, January, pp. 37-40. 
 “Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1868, No. 2, February, pp. 78-80. 
“Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1868, No. 3, March, pp. 117-118. 
“Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1868, No. 5, May, pp. 203-206. 
“Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1868, No. 6, June, pp. 243-246. 
Merry’s Museum. American Periodical Series. 1869. Horace B. Fuller. 
 “Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1869, No. 7, July, pp. 333-338. 
 “Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1869, No. 8, August, pp. 377-381. 
 “Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1869, No. 9, September, pp. 431-435. 
 “Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1869, No. 10, October, pp. 478-483. 
 “Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1869, No. 11, November, pp. 529-532. 
 “Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1869, No. 12, December, pp. 576-580. 
 150 
 
Merry’s Museum. American Periodical Series. 1870. Horace B. Fuller. 
 “Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1870, No. 1, January, pp. 43-46. 
 “Aunt Sue’s Puzzle Drawer”. 1870, No. 6, June, pp. 291-293. 
Mossell, Gertrude Bustill. “Little Dansie’s One Day At Sabbath School”. Germantown,  
PA: Philander V. Baugh, Printer, 1902. 
“Play.” Stories from Babyland, special issue of Babyland. 1890, p. 90-91. 
“Ten Little Wolves.” Babyland. July 1879, p. 59. 
“What Myrtie Learned by the Fountain.” The Christian Recorder. 30 December 1875, p.  
3. 
 
Secondary Texts 
 
Adams, Michele. Constructing the Essential Family: A Comparison of 19th and 20th  
Century Marriage Reform Movements. 2004. University of California, Riverside.  
PhD Dissertation. 
Alcott, Louisa May. Little Women. Kindle ed., 2012 
Allen, Ann Taylor. “’Let Us Live with Our Children’: Kindergarten Movements in  
Germany and the United States, 1840-1914”. History of Education Quarterly, vol.  
28, no. 1, 1988, pp. 23-48. 
Anderson, James D. “Northern Foundations and the Shaping of Southern Black Rural  
Education, 1902-1935”. History of Education Quarterly, vol. 18, no. 4 (1978), pp.  
371-396.  
Beardsley, E. H. “Good-Bye to Jim Crow: The Desegregation of Southern Hospitals,  
1945-70.” Bulletin of the History of Medicine, vol. 60, no. 3 (1986). pp. 367-386. 
Beito, David T. and Linda Royster Beito. “’Let Down Your Bucket Where You Are’:  
The Afro-American Hospital and Black Health Care in Mississippi, 1924-1966.”  
Social Science History, vol. 30, no. 4 (2006), pp. 551-569. 
Bernstein, Robin. Racial Innocence: Performing American Childhood from Slavery to  
Civil Rights. New York University Press, 2011.  
Blackwell, Jeannine. “Domesticating the Revolution: The Kindergarten Movement in  
Germany and America”. Teaching German in America: Prolegomena to a  
History. Ed. D. Benseler, W. Lohnes, W. Nollendorfs. Wisconsin Press, 1988: 99- 
119. 
Boggs, Colleen Glenney. Animalia Americana: Animal Representations and Biopolitical  
Subjectivity. Columbia University Press, 2013. 
Boyd, Reginald and John Vickrey Van Cleve. “Deaf Autonomy and Deaf Dependence:  
The Early Years of the Pennsylvania Society for the Advancement of the Deaf”.  
The Deaf History Reader, ed. John Vickrey Van Cleve. Gallaudet University  
Press, 2007. 
Butchart, Ronald E. Schooling the Freed People: Teaching, Learning and the Struggle  
for Black Freedom, 1861-1876. University of North Carolina Press, 2013. 
Capshaw, Katharine. “Childhood, the Body, and Race Performance: Early 20th-Century  
Etiquette Books for Black Children”. African American Review. 40.4 (2006): 795- 
811. PDF 
--- Children’s Literature of the Harlem Renaissance. Indiana University Press, 2004. 
--- Civil Rights Childhood: Picturing Liberation in African American Photobooks.  
 151 
 
University of Minnesota Press, 2014. 
Cheney, Ednah D., Ed. Louisa May Alcott: Life, Letters, and Journals. Gramercy Books,  
1995.  
Cleall, Esme. “Silencing Deafness: Displacing Disability in the Nineteenth Century”.  
PORTAL Journal of Multidisciplinary International Studies, vol. 12, no. 1 (2015). 
Cooper Owens, Deirdre. Medical Bondage: Race, Gender, and the Origins of American  
Gynecology. University of Georgia Press, 2017.  
Crain, Patricia. Reading Children: Literacy, Property, and the Dilemmas of Childhood in  
Nineteenth-Century America. University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016. 
---The Story of A: The Alphabetization of America from The New England Primer  
to The Scarlet Letter. Stanford University Press, 2000. 
Cushing, William. Initials and Pseudonyms: A Dictionary of Literary Disguises, Volume  
1. T.Y. Crowell & Company, 1885. 
D. Lothrop and Co. “Wide Awake advertisement in ‘Hints and Notions;”. The Decorator  
and Furnisher, vol. 3, no. 3, 1883, p. 114.  
D’Amico, LuElla. “Finding God’s Way: Amelia E. Johnson’s Clarence and Corrine as a  
Path to Religious Resistance for African American Children”. Who Writes for  
Black Children. Ed. Katharine Capshaw and Anna Mae Duane. Kindle Ed.  
University of Minnesota Press, 2017.  
Dillon, Elizabeth Maddock. The Gender of Freedom: Fictions of Liberalism and the  
Literary Public Sphere. Stanford University Press, 2004. 
Duane, Anna Mae. Suffering Childhood in Early America: Violence, Race, and the  
Making of the Child Victim. University of Georgia Press, 2010. 
Du Bois, W.E.B. The Souls of Black Folk. Kindle ed., 2012. 
Enck, Henry S. “Black Self-Help in the Progressive Era: The ‘Northern Campaigns’ of  
Smaller Southern Black Industrial Schools, 1900-1915.” The Journal of Negro  
History, vol. 61, no. 1 (1976), pp. 73-87.  
Fielder, Brigitte Nicole. “Animal Humanism: Race, Species, and Affective Kinship in  
Nineteenth-Century Abolitionism”. American Quarterly, vol. 65, no. 3 (2013). Pp. 
487-514. 
Fields, Corinne T. The Struggle for Equal Adulthood: Gender, Race, age, and the Fight  
for Citizenship in Antebellum America. University of North Carolina Press, 2014.  
Foreman, P. Gabrielle. Activist Sentiments: Reading Black Women in the Nineteenth- 
Century. University of Illinois Press, 2009. 
Franklin, John Hope and Alfred A. Moss, Jr. From Slavery to Freedom: A History of  
Negro Americans. McGraw Hill Publishing, 1988. 
Gardner, Eric. Black Print Unbound: The Christian Recorder, African American  
Literature, and Periodical Culture. Oxford University Press, 2015. 
Garvey, Ellen Gruber. The Adman in the Parlor: Magazines and the Gendering of  
Consumer Culture, 1880s to 1910s. Oxford University Press, 1996. 
Griffin, Farah Jasmine. “Black Feminists and Du Bois: Respectability, Protection, and  
Beyond.” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science.  
568 (2000): 28-40. 
Gubar, Marah. “Risky Business: Talking about Children in Children’s Literature  
Criticism”. Children’s Literature Association Quarterly, vol. 38, no. 4, 2013, pp.  
450-457. 
 152 
 
Hackley, Azalia E. The Colored Girl Beautiful. Burton Publishing Company, 1916. 
Hawood, Chanta M. “Constructing Childhood: The ‘Christian Recorder’ and Literature  
for Black Children, 1854-1865.” African American Review, vol. 36, no. 3, 2002,  
pp. 417-428. 
Hawthorne, Nathaniel. A Wonder-Book for Boys and Girls. Ticknor, Reed, and Fields,  
1852. 
Hochman, Barbara. “Devouring Uncle Tom’s Cabin: Black Readers Between Plessy vs  
Ferguson and Brown vs Board of Education”. Reception: Texts, Readers,  
Audiences, History, vol. 2, no. 2 (2010), pp. 48-94. 
Hunter, Jane H. How Young Ladies Became Girls: The Victorian Origins of American  
Girlhood. Yale University Press, 2002. 
Isaac, Jessica. “Youthful Enterprises: Amateur Newspapers and the Pre-History of  
Adolescence, 1867-1883.” American Periodicals. Vol. 22, No. 2 (2012), pp. 158- 
177. 
James, Joy. “Profeminism and Gender Elites: W. E. B. Du Bois, Anna Julia Cooper, and  
Ida B. Wells-Barnett”. Transcending the Talented Tenth: Black Leaders and  
American Intellectuals. New York: Routledge, 1997. Print.  
Kelley, Mary. Learning to Stand & Speak: Women, Education, and Public Life in  
America’s Republic. University of North Carolina Press, 2008. 
--- Private Woman, Public Stage: Literary Domesticity in Nineteenth-Century America.  
University of North Carolina Press, 2002. 
King, Wilma. Stolen Childhood: Slave Youth in Nineteenth-Century America. Indiana  
University Press, 1995. 
Knoepflmacher, U.C. “Repudiating Sleeping Beauty”. Girls, Boys, Books, Toys: Gender  
in Children’s Literature and Culture, ed. Clark, Beverly Lyon and Margaret R.  
Higonnet. The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999. 
Lemons, Gary L. “Womanism in the Name of the ‘Father’ W. E. B. Du Bois and the  
Problematics of Race, Patriarchy, and Art.” Phylon. 49.3/4 (2001): 185-202. PDF 
Linton Stabell, Ivy. “Innocence in Ann Plato’s and Susan Paul’s Black Children’s  
Biographies”. Who Writes for Black Children. Ed. Katharine Capshaw and Anna  
Mae Duane. Kindle Ed. University of Minnesota Press, 2017. 
“Little Annie”. The Christian Recorder. June 8, 1861, p. 88. 
Locke, John. Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Ed.A.S. Pringle-Pattison.  
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1924. 
Marten, James. Lessons of War: The Civil War in Children’s Magazines. SR Books,  
1999. 
Morrison, Toni. Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination. Harvard  
University Press, 1992.  
Mossell, Gertrude Bustill. “The Woman’s Department”. New York Freeman. January 9,  
1886. 
---. “The Woman’s Department”. New York Freeman. February 20, 1886.  
---. The Work of the Afro-American Woman. Philadelphia: Geo. S. Ferguson Company,  
1908.  
Mott, Frank Luther. A History of American Magazines, 1865-1885. Harvard University  
Press, 1938. 
“Nathan Francis Mossell, M.D., 1856-1946”. Journal of the National Medical  
 153 
 
Association, vol. 46, no. 2 (1954), pp 118-130. 
Neem, Johann N. Democracy’s Schools: The Rise of Public Education in America. Johns  
Hopkins University Press, 2017. 
Nodelman, Perry. The Hidden Adult: Defining Children’s Literature. Johns Hopkins  
University Press, 2008. 
---“The Hidden Child in The Hidden Adult”. Jeunesse: Young People, Texts,  
Cultures, vol. 8, no. 1, 2016, pp. 266-277. 
“Notes and Comments.” The Christian Recorder. 4 February 1897, p. 2. 
Oliver, Kelly. Animal Lessons: How They Teach Us to Be Human. Columbia University  
Press, 2009. 
Pachego, Derek. Moral Enterprise: Literature and Education in Antebellum America.  
Ohio University Press, 2013. 
Pfeiffer, Julie. “The Romance of Othermothering in Nineteenth-Century Backfisch  
Books”. Mothers in Children’s and Young Adult Literature from the Eighteenth 
Century to Postfeminism. Ed. Lisa Rowe Fraustino and Karen Coats. University 
Press of Mississippi, 2016, pp. 59-74.  
Ringel, Paul B. Commercializing Childhood: Children’s Magazines, Urban Gentility,  
and the Ideal of the Child Consumer in the United States, 1823-1918. University  
of Massachusetts Press, 2015. 
Rose, Jacqueline. The Case of Peter Pan or the Impossibility of Children’s Fiction. The  
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992. 
Rose, Sarah F. No Right to Be Idle: The Invention of Disability, 1840s-1930s. University  
of North Carolina Press, 2017. 
Rosenzweig, Linda W. The Anchor of My Life: Middle-Class American Mothers and  
Daughters, 1880-1920. New York University Press, 1994.  
Rushman, G. B., N. J. H. Davies, and R. S. Atkinson. A Short History of Anaesthesia:  
The First 150 Years. Butterworth-Heinemann, 1996. 
Rust, Marion. Prodigal Daughters: Susanna Rowson’s Early American Women.  
University of North Carolina Press, 2008. 
Sánchez-Eppler, Karen. Dependent States: The Child’s Part in Nineteenth-Century  
American Culture. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005. 
 ---“In the Archives of Childhood”. The Children’s Table: Childhood  
Studies and the Humanities. Ed. Anna Mae Duane. University of Georgia Press,  
2013, pp. 213-237. 
Savitt, Todd L. “Walking the Color Line: Alonzo Mcclennan, the ‘Hospital Herald’, and  
Segregated Medicine in Turn-of-the-Twentieth-Century Charleston, South 
Carolina”. The South Carolina Historical Magazine. Vol 104, no. 4 (2003), pp. 
228-257. 
Sedgwick, Catharine Maria. Hope Leslie. Penguin Classics, 1998. 
Southworth, EDEN. The Hidden Hand. Rutgers University Press, 1988. 
Speicher, Allison. Schooling Readers: Reading Common Schools in Nineteenth-Century  
American Fiction. University of Alabama Press, 2016. 
Stepanski, Lisa M. The Home Schooling of Louisa May Alcott: How Her Father and Her  
Mother Educated an American Writer. The Edwin Mellen Press, 2011. 
Stern, Madeleine B. “Louisa M. Alcott in Periodicals”. Studies in the American  
Renaissance, 1977, pp. 369-386. 
 154 
 
Stevenson, Louise L. The Victorian Homefront: American Thought and Culture, 1860- 
1880. Cornell University Press, 2001. 
Stoneley, Peter. Consumerism and American Girls’ Literature, 1860-1940. Cambridge  
University Press, 2003. 
Stowe, Harriet Beecher. Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Kindle Ed. 2019. 
Streitmatter, Rodger. “Gertrude Bustill Mossell: Guiding Voice for Newly Freed Blacks”.  
The Howard Journal of Communications, vol. 4, no. 4 (1993), pp. 317-328.  
--- Raising Her Voice: African-American Women Journalists Who Changed History.  
University of Kentucky Press, 1994.  
Superle, Michelle. “Animal Heroes and Transforming Substances: Canine Characters in  
Contemporary Children’s Literature.” Animals and the Human Imagination, ed. 
Aaron Gross and Anne Vallely. Columbia University Press, 2012. Pp. 174-201. 
Tate, Claudia. Domestic Allegories of Political Desire: The Black Heroine’s Text at the  
Turn of the Century. Oxford University Press, 1992. 
Theriot, Nancy M. Mothers and Daughters in Nineteenth-Century America: The  
Biosocial Construction of Femininity. The University Press of Kentucky, 1996. 
Wadsworth, Sarah. In the Company of Books: Literature and Its “Classes” in Nineteenth- 
Century America. University of Massachusetts Press, 2006. 
Wallace, Michele. “Uncle Tom’s Cabin: Before and After the Jim Crow Era”. TDR, vol.  
44, no. 1 (2000), pp. 136-156. 
Ward, Thomas J. Black Physicians in the Jim Crow South. University of Arkansas Press,  
2003. 
Weikle-Mills, Courtney. Imaginary Citizens: Child Readers and the Limits of American  
Independence, 1640-1868. Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012. 
--- “Introduction: Children’s Periodicals”. American Periodicals, vol. 22, no. 2 (2012),  
pp. 117-120. 
Woods, Henrietta Rix. “Transforming Student Periodicals into Persuasive Podiums:  
African American Girls at Lincoln High School, 1915-1930. American  
Periodicals. Vol. 22, No. 2 (2012), pp. 199-215. 
Wright, Nazera Sadiq. Black Girlhood in the Nineteenth-Century. University of Illinois  
Press, 2016. 
Zipes, Jack. Ed. The Great Fairy Tale Tradition: From Straparola and Basile to the  
Brothers Grimm. W. W. Norton & Company, 2001. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 155 
 
VITA 
 
EDUCATION 
MA in English Literature – Tulane University, 2013 
BA in English Literature and Gender Studies – Tulane University, 2012 
 
ACADEMIC FELLOWSHIPS AND GRANTS 
 
Teaching Assistantship, 2014-2018 
University of Kentucky College of Arts and Sciences 
Lexington, KY 
 
Wimberly C. Royster Graduate Excellence Award 
University of Kentucky Graduate School 
Lexington, KY 
 
Senior Scholar: Gender Studies 
Tulane University Honors Program 
New Orleans, LA 
